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The Third Crisis

The present generation of young English playwrights is probably the best in the last four hundred years. They write with elastic power. Their texts mould themselves closely to the characters and record the nuances of their facial expressions, eyes, voices, gestures, movements – in their voices you hear the clothes they wear. Their inner feelings rumble to the surface. Their language is like an axe, sharp as steel but the wooden heft is comfortable. Their world is decaying. Not spectacularly falling apart (that is left to cinema and TV) but drowning in its own suppuration. Authority in the writers’ society is bland until it is crossed. Then it reacts with absolute intransigence, more mechanical than corrupt, which might at least have left in it a trace of feudal sentiment. It is as if the world has outgrown us. We do not belong here anymore and have no future. These plays record this exactly. It is a theatre of symptoms.

But this offends the logic of drama. If human beings no longer belong in the world there will still be some sort of beings that survive us. We are preparing the catastrophe they will live in. They will not remember our world. They will know the sterile despair of their own world and have no hope. They will be the creatures we have created and their symptoms will be worse than ours. For that reason they should be the subject of our plays. But there is a more profound reason, one closer to the logic of drama. Because if to be human means to know your world and your situation in it absolutely, then they will be more human than we are. They will live in sullen brilliance and in pain and be without our illusions and pretences. Perhaps that is the meaning of the extreme, the logic, of drama. We shall not know ourselves until we can create these future fictions to be responsible for our own present lives, not know ourselves till we know them and not know how to live till they teach us. Perhaps that is how we will restore the profundity and scope that made drama the basis of modern civilisation. The Greeks created the prototypes of drama – Oedipus, Orestes, Electra, Clytemnestra, Antigone and the others who haunt our culture, science and institutions. These characters faced problems we still struggle to resolve and in spite of our science and modern knowledge our attempts to solve them are less human than theirs. We reduce our problems to ‘things’, to ‘whats’. But in the drama of their confrontation with their Gods, in their extreme confrontation with themselves, they asserted the imperative to be human. Compared to that our science, our knowledge and religion are often no more than the manipulations of gangsters – and that, after all, is the cause of the catastrophic world shown in modern drama.

If Oedipus lived now he would not blind himself, he would be treated by a psychiatrist. Orestes and Electra would not kill their mother, she would be in prison for murdering her husband. Antigone would not hang herself, she would vote for the party that opposed Creon. But we would not write a play about Oedipus, we would write about the Thebans suffering from plague. We would not write about Orestes but about his sister Iphigenia, the innocent child killed in war. Our Antigone would not mourn one dead soldier but all dead soldiers. But doing this would still not solve the problem of modern drama,. It would only change the symptoms. The Greeks were not concerned with symptoms but with their meaning. It is the only subject drama can have.

Oedipus answered the Sphinx’s question ‘What goes on four feet in the morning, two at noon and three in the evening?’ We do. The Sphinx asked ‘what?’ Hamlet asks ‘who?’ It is the first word of his play: ‘Who’s there?’ Hamlet originates, by making it concise, modern introspective self-consciousness. The Sphinx should have asked Oedipus ‘What goes on four feet in the morning, two at noon, three in the evening and five at night?’ – Oedipus does when Antigone leads him to his grave. The answer changes ‘what’ to ‘who’. It is the question Oedipus asks himself and to answer it he must go deeper into his own drama. The tension between ‘what’ and ‘who’ is the problem of the modern world. It is not the West’s problem only, because the world is adopting Western technology and science and with them the question.

There are two ways to be in the universe. One way is to be a thing. The universe is totally ordered by law. It governs all matter and force, all natural and artificial elements, all cause and effect in galaxies and subatomic particles. Each thing has its place in the order of all things. The sea may flood the land or dry out into a desert, heat enables forests to grow and an irrupting volcano incinerates them. The changes are ordered by the law of ‘what’. The other way of being in the universe is to be a ‘self’, to be self-conscious. It is the law of ‘who’. The law of ‘what’ obeys and is its own law. The law of ‘who’ does not and is not. The law of ‘who’ is the logic of drama.

Hamlet exclaims ‘What a piece of work is man!’ A human self is a universe without law: appetites, passions, pains, desires, lusts, ambitions, emotions, needs, duties, obligations, intelligence, imaginings, fears, rages, panics, madness, guilt, mortality and so on and each of these may change into another and even into its opposite. It is a chaos with no natural order. But there is a system in the relationships between these things. It is even an implacable logic: the absolute seriousness of the Tragic. But it does not impose itself as fate (fate would be mere accident). Each of us must dramatise our experience into a liveable coherence so that we can live with our self and with natural law. And as we live with other people we must dramatise ourselves publicly. To do that we have created drama and the public stage. In drama the self creates the community and the community creates the self. All the other material elements of our existence must be included in the drama. The objective world of ‘what’, and our manipulation of it, stimulates but does not control our relationship to it and ourselves. That is formed by experience experiencing itself, just as consciousness is conscious of itself if there is to be a self. But if the ‘who’ cannot be formed by the law of ‘what’, then why doesn’t our experience constantly repeat itself in cycles of chaos? – which might be the vulgar way of seeing history. What prevents this is the human imperative. It is immanent in the self in its situation, in the situation of ‘who’ and ‘what’ of which we are part. From this comes the logic of humanness which only drama can enact. The logic of humanness is the logic of drama. It makes us the dramatic species.

It’s said that human nature is unchanging. This ignores the difference between symptom and meaning. What is constant in human beings enforces the changes of history and these are enormous. History changes the meaning of the same. For instance, there is a difference between natural law and the laws we make. If it were an unchanging human law that citizens must obey the city’s laws, there would be no history because the city could not change because it could not change its laws. There is also the difference between human law and justice. This creates the paradoxes that only drama can reveal. We built stages to create the justice that prison and the altar cannot give us.

Pascal said ‘Man transcends himself’, which means that humanness is created out of human experience. Pascal was so shocked by the silence and icy emptiness of the universe that he opted for the ideologised form of drama that is religion. He was scrupulous enough to know that the silent emptiness might be malignant (this was also Hamlet’s solution before he abandoned it) so he thought it prudent to wager on the existence of God. But you cannot wager on the existence of man, because that is you and you must create yourself. Pascal’s fear of God was an intimation of his own human condition, which includes the possibility of evil. Since God created everything he would know that he was also the devil; in fact knowing that is what would make him God. It is also what makes us human. The moment we think scrupulously about ourselves we are in the drama of the theatrum mundi with all its characters and plots.

My body is in part ‘what’, but this doesn’t solve the problem of consciousness. It stresses it. I live in the hinterland of the self but always also on the border. And animals are sentient like us. But drama occurs only in consciousness that is conscious that it is conscious, and this is not animal sentience. If animals lived in drama they could tame human beings. The Sphinx was part-human but also part-animal, and that is why she was destroyed by the answer. She did not know it till Oedipus told her.

The problem is how we order our experience so that we are human, and why it is that humans seek humanness and in doing so create civilisations. Force alone cannot order the human self-chaos, because force would still have to choose the order which is enforced. Consciousness cannot combine with the natural elements in the human to create an order because they are independent of a human purpose, otherwise consciousness could not have evolved into a self. And there is no anarchic-freedom which allows each of us to choose how to order our experience because the order must relate us to community. We do not even have to be rational. The Greeks founded our cultural rationality but knew that the purely rational person would kill himself and in that way instantly erase the universe and the human problem. If we dramatise ourselves illogically science might not cause our final destruction but instead prolong evil into Creon’s ideal dystopia. Science-and-rationality without imagination is a form of violence and the logic of drama is to replace violence with humanness. The Tragic absorbs violence so that we are not deformed by it. Drama is not a luxury of culture but its basis.

The dramatisation of the self allows us to live with nature and technology. Technology requires an appropriate culture if human is to become humanness. This is true of social practice and self understanding. When technology is conservative and changes little, culture is unchanging and traditional. Then the self does not need (overtly at least) to re-dramatise itself; it is sustained by tradition and ritual. When technology changes rapidly and radically it enforces economic and social change, or it explodes and society implodes. Then there is political reaction, and in modern times this is some form of fascism. It turns the struggle for justice into the craving for revenge. But in all the crises of the past the imperative to humanness has been stronger than tyranny. Our danger now is not that reaction is more powerful than freedom, so that it may destroy our humanness, but that faced with the choice of freedom or thraldom the human race would despair and will itself to die. That is implicit in human reality. We have no choice but to be human. So in every social crisis humanness must re-dramatise itself. And if the crisis is extreme then the new drama must be radical. There have been two great crises in the past. They led to new outbursts of drama: the Greek and the Jacobean. We are in the third crisis.

There is a continuity between political life and drama. Both are formed in the same structures. The pen is not mightier than the sword but imagination is in the mind more basic than writing, and this makes fiction stronger than what we take to be normal daily reality. We see our humanness mirrored in the Tragic and even, because all the dead are victims of the past, in the hecatombs of history. History is our memory of our humanness. That makes the self responsible for the human future. It is irrelevant whether or not human nature changes; human reality changes radically because we create it. If it were otherwise, technology would destroy us like a plague or another natural disaster. It would make the relationship between authority and the governed vicious because neither could sanction the other’s needs. What in the past had benefited human life could now destroy it.

We have stopped sacrificing people to propitiate nature or enhance our technological relation to it. Humanness changes but the human imperative endures in the change. An obvious sign of its permanence in the discontinuities of history is its physical embodiment. We do not sacrifice to the Gods but still find the temples, built for the Gods to whom the victims were sacrificed, beautiful. And even before temples were built we would still find the instruments made to sacrifice humans beautiful – as if we saw the human hand in the lap of inhuman nature. We still kill but we think for other reasons. Voltaire said if God did not exist it would be necessary to invent him. If human beings did not exist you could not invent them. Humans are created not invented as nothing less human than we could create us and as there is nothing more human, we must create ourselves. The sense of right and wrong does not exist in any ‘what’ or invention. Its origins are in the Tragic and the Comic, made precise when the human imperative first creates itself. Historically all social law is expedient and ordered by authority but justice belongs to the human imperative. Since the Greeks all morality is derived from drama, and this includes authority’s distortion of drama into religion.

Not all historical crises are rebirths; some are death throes followed by years of sterile authority and twitching, irritable philosophy. The two great crises were so fundamental they concerned not just power but the question ‘what is humanness?’ Only drama answers that question. If the re-dramatisation is delayed then authority must impose the defunct past on the birth of the new. Its ideology becomes more caricatured, as empty as a play set in a prison incarcerating angry ghosts. Society becomes more violent and, as it is structured in classes, the old and the new overlap. There is a delay before the crisis irrupts. A hundred years ago paternalism, feudal noblesse oblige, became fascism. It built its temple of human sacrifice at Auschwitz. War cannot erase Auschwitz; it is where reaction keeps its flame of remembrance alive. The step between Auschwitz and our theatre is astonishingly small.

Our shaking world still has the vision of a scientific Utopia in which we will be secure and happy. But science contradicts itself. It plans for Utopia but is increasingly pessimistic about ‘human nature’. It sees us as victims of genes barely more human than those of animals and that being human is a disease for laboratories to cure. This is already the chatter of news programmes and on the agendas of government advisers. The contradiction makes reason irrational and ossifies authority. Science becomes a prop of ideology and even, which is shameful, an instrument of the market. The toys of peace have become more invasive and insidious than the weapons of war. We are still in the first shocks of the third crisis. Neither the earth can go on bearing nor the community go on enduring our present way of life. Even if this time we survive the third crisis it will recur. It has become part of the human condition. The universe of ‘what’ has put us under notice. If we ever fail to resolve the crisis we will be in a situation which will have no solution because we will think that we have found the solution. It will be an article of ideological faith. We will have arrived at the place called Auschwitz–Gulag.

Auschwitz–Gulag is the catastrophe that will repeatedly threaten the modern world. The threat is implicit in our politics and way of living because it is implicit in our economy. It will return between times of apparent stability and wellbeing. There will be remissions because authority’s control is now so dominant and penetrative. But they will be sterile times in which the unresolved human problem hardens its vice-like grip. Religion could not make us god-like and now must fail to make us human. And the Enlightenment failed to make us rational and armed irrationality with the weapons of modern murder – as if science and technology had made a nail so big it could crucify the world. We understand the world better and can manipulate it for our own use but we always turn it against ourselves. Why? Everything that exists or could exist in the ‘what’ already exists and always has; its things can only be combined in different ways. ‘Who’ does not exist until it is created and before it can exist in society it must first exist in drama.

The origin of drama can be illustrated by a story. It has the cast and structure of a play because that is the ‘constructure’ of reality. The rock did not ask the first man who he was; the first man asked what the rock was. The man’s question asked itself what it was. Consciousness was an echo of the question. Questions are not answers. Nor are they in a moral sense answerable to themselves as in ‘why are you asking me?’ So it is the rock that tells the first man who he is. It is as it is in evolution where the site shapes the creature. There is a gap between the man and the rock. The man fills the gap by being absent. He becomes the gap. There is no gap in evolution in the relation of ‘what’ to ‘what’. The man is always in the gap. The rock has no purpose for itself or for the man. Whatever is purposeful in history comes from the man. The man is part-what and cannot invent a purpose. The purpose is not for the next ten minutes but for a life – the man soon learns men are mortal. The purpose is created in the gap and enacts the logic in the gap. The logic in the gap is the threefold relation of gap man and rock. The logic is in the question before it is in the answer. When the question is asked the gap becomes the site of imagination. Imagination is the one thing in the universe that is both ‘who’ and ‘what’. The relation between reason and imagination is logical. The logic is the human imperative. The human imperative is the purpose. Reason without imagination is barbarous. The man is in the universe so he is the rock’s child. The purpose is the man’s so he is the rock’s orphan. (It is the pathos of Romanticism.) When the man seeks a purpose in the rock he opens a grave in nothingness and men slaughter each other and are buried in it. (Reaction.) The echo in the question is the nostalgia to be human. The logic of imagination, reason and drama is humanness. The man is not alone so the logic of drama is justice. Justice is the seriousness of the Tragic. The story is the structure of drama. The gap is the stage.

The story schematically reduces selfhood and history to show the structure of human reality. All the phenomena of history and human occur in the structure. It shows why as technology changes the ‘what’ and our relation to it, the self must re-dramatise its relation to itself and society. However elaborate or contorted the struggle, the self relates to reality in the way told in the story. The struggle that leads to the creation of humanness in the gap is social, but it can be created only in the self because the self holds the gap. We are sentient and have appetites and desires so the re-dramatisation is emotive, impassioned, reasoned, with all the tumult and longueurs of experience. The intransigence of Antigone and Oedipus comes from the conversation between the rock and the man, and as one side of the conversation is silent the crude and subtle melodramas of ideology and religion are devious and bloody. The story tells of the origin of the paradoxes of drama, why all Gods must come from hell, why all sacrifice sanctified by law or religion is revenge, why when we think we talk we are licking our wounds, and why as Lear walks on the pale marble pavement of his grave he knows that when he dies he will be buried in his own dust and that an insect walks on the wall of infinity… Our Tragedy is that human reality is the only reality we can be in and it is tragic because we create it. The answer is not found in the question or extracted from the problem as in mathematics and not even birth and death give a meaning or structure to human life. There is only the humanness in the logic of imagination-and-drama.

Pascal said that man transcends himself. He must or he is not himself. Each self is englobed in its mind but the transcendence is in common. In the past we survived the crises of destabilising technology by re-dramatising the human transcendent to make it practical in daily affairs. The process has no end. Gods die because in drama imagination working in the things of the earth, in the clay of creativity, has the penetrative volatility of water..

The transcendental is immanent in the extreme of drama. Faced with it the audience must come to terms with its self by defining itself. It is not human just to say only that it is not nice to treat people as animals. And why shouldn’t you feel pain or inflict it on others? If we can’t dramatise the reason why then one day people won’t ask if Auschwitz–Gulag is ‘wrong’ but only if it is ‘fit for purpose’. Tragic drama creates the events that define ‘wrong’ as ‘why’. What Aristotle called the Tragic hero’s flaw is really his absolute radical innocence. The immanent transcendence in drama makes this innocence objective and shows it in action. But there is something even more important, and really it is the most important thing about human beings: the form of drama is the structure of the mind – it is as if in the mind the intention of drama enacted this imperative in situations which define us so that we are conscious of our humanness. If this is not so, then what I have written is wrong not in part but completely wrong and then we are lost.

In the first great crisis of drama the Greeks created the human psyche in Oedipus, Hecuba, Antigone and the rest of the protagonists. This was made inevitable by the Ionian question of ‘who and what’. Greek tragedy is the post-mortem of the Gods because the Tragic makes us responsible for the conduct of our reality. Later in the politics of the Roman Empire this was reversed. The Roman Church resurrected God – not Christ: the death and resurrection of Oedipus– Christ was a psycho-political stratagem. Religion is not a crisis in drama; it is a sterile pilgrimage on a round-about. Christianity stabilised blood-sacrifice by sacrificing Oedipus to Laius. It petrified the human problem in bureaucracy and animated it with guilt. But the Greek Tragic had already destroyed God’s sacredness. When the protagonists confronted God they created the absolute seriousness of being human. That is far more profound than the pathos of the crucifixion. Since the Greeks drama has asked ‘who’s there?’ and answers taken from another source reduce ‘who’ to ‘what’. The human imperative’s slow recovery from religion came ironically but necessarily through Christian art, till in the Renaissance it re-created a Greek identity and recovered the prosaic splendour of the world that had been soiled in the melodrama of the miraculous. This led to the second great crisis – the Jacobean drama, in which Hamlet walked out of Christ’s tomb. Jacobean drama incorporated the Greek Tragic and made us again responsible for the ‘who’, but now also for the ‘what’. The transcendence in Jacobean drama comes not from Prometheus, forethought, but his brother Epimetheus, afterthought. Without knowing it the Jacobeans created the new self of the industrial revolution. Its immanent transcendent was Satan – the casts of Faust, witches and ghosts, the demiurges of the earth where the new industrial power lay. The Greek transcendent was the sea and sky, the Jacobean’s was the earth. The new age colonised the globe, unleashed the power of technology, unveiled the vast self-incarceration of the universe and in the beginnings of the Enlightenment began to rediscover democracy. Whatever we have left of civilisation and culture we have inherited from these two crises of drama. They re-created our humanness. Post-modernism is exhausting it. What is the transcendent of our age? The market.

Genes give us the possibility of morality, but morality is created in the gap. The self desires and intellectually needs to be at home in the world. It achieves this by creating human meaning in the gap. But the self can enter the gap only through imagination.

1. Authority enters the gap to imagine a supernatural reality beyond this world – Gods, devils, ghosts, patriotic images. This comes in part from the historical need to make the unknown known. It creates the ideology that gives authority control. Ideology legitimates itself through its practical utility, so that society’s institutions and economy work. It sustains the injustice it creates by turning justice into revenge and punishment.

2. Under stress the self may enter the gap not to be in reality but to escape from it. It does this when it finds reality unbearable. Then imagination creates its own unreal-reality. This is psychosis. It seeks justice in madness and takes revenge on itself. In madness pain serves the function that punishment does in ideology.

3. Drama is a form of psychosis. The audience shares a collective psychosis. It enters the gap not to control reality (ideology) or to escape from it (madness) but to find it. Drama unravels ideology’s contortions. For drama the pain of psychosis and the violence of ideology are muted in the nostalgia to be human.

Human reality is the fiction created by imagination in the gap. All forms of human reality, civilised and barbarous, are created in this way. The determinisms of science and the cat’s cradles of theology must enter the gap. It is dangerous to be human. Ideology uses the structures of psychosis to stabilise injustice. In the past this needed the victims of blood sacrifice, now it needs the deprivations of the under-classes. Injustice is the secret institution of democracy and because it is secret it is all pervasive. Ideology distorts reality and creates the mental, physical and moral corruption that society condemns and punishes. Ideology is substantiated by the suffering it causes. Human reality is created in the gap. Only drama allows us to control, use, reality in a humane way. The volatility in the gap is the cause of the shocking historical changes in morality. There is no good that has not at one time been evil and no evil that has not been good. And because authority rewards itself from the loot it extracts from injustice, evils linger on after the historical need for them is past. Most people can see the evils and injustices of the past, the human sacrifice, slavery, capital punishment, neglected poverty. They may be shocked when they are shown the secret causes of the corruptions on which their own society depends.

Oedipus did not know himself – but Thebes did not know itself either. It could not understand the conflict in Oedipus and make it part of its civic wisdom. Plague struck Thebes not because Oedipus did not understand himself or know what he had done, but because Thebes did not know itself or understand its relation to its citizens. The play gave its audience new civic, cultural understanding. Drama untangles the distortions between law and justice and releases them by using the forces that have bound them together. This is the purpose of The Chair Plays trilogy. The plays come from a series of nine written for Big Brum TiE and were chosen to show how the problems in Saved have developed since it was written.

In Saved there are four ‘icons of modernity’: the stoning, the mending of the chair, the darning of the stocking and the meeting of Len and Harry in the bedroom. The first two are social events, the last two are personal: Oedipus–Len mends Jocasta–Mary’s stocking, and in the bedroom Oedipus–Len asks Laius–Harry why he killed him or why he, Oedipus–Len, is going to kill Laius– Harry. Harry is the ghost because each man is also the other, the problem is passed on through generations. Shakespeare tries to contain the situation in one generation, between one father and son, but there is a Freudian slip: he gives both men the same name, Old Hamlet and Young Hamlet. There is only one Hamlet. In the paradox of drama the son gives birth to the father and the ghost is the living man. The modern play undoes the rigidity of Jacobean law-and-order in order to deal with the ambiguity of aggressor and victim.

I was told that some young men studying Saved had said the stoning was an attack on them because it showed them being violent. Their tutor did not know how to answer this. The play did not attack them; really they were victims of their education. They judged as if they were reading the price on an article in a shop, where the law guarantees the value of money. The key to acting the stoning is to understand that the baby attacks the young men. It is abandoned and impotent in its pram and as the young men stare at it they see themselves. They are impotent, abandoned, inarticulate and socially dirty. The play stresses the pressures of their social situation. The young men stone the baby in order to recover their self-respect. So the stoning is an act of homage that salvages what is best from the moral distortions of society. I do not mean this ironically; I mean they stone the baby because they are motivated by the nostalgia to be human. In an unjust society justice turns to revenge. That is also why the students judged the stoning in the way they did. They and the young men in the play are in the same ideological trap. It is hermetically sealed. Reaction teaches you to misunderstand your fellow man.

The play uses stoning because it is an ancient symbol of righteousness. It exacerbates the audience’s ambiguity. The killers do not ‘know’ what they are doing but nor did Oedipus know. Understanding Oedipus is a basic requirement in modern civilisation. The students were taught to understand him but not themselves or their society. Sophocles believed in religious pollution and that Oedipus brought plague to Thebes. His society needed to understand the paradoxes of the self. We have to understand the paradoxes of society. If our drama doesn’t allow us to do that, and do it even when the understanding is written on our resistance, then we lose our humanness. Our plague is Auschwitz–Gulag. That is why I said the step between it and our drama is short.

It should be absurd for adults to watch a play; it is like a child talking to its doll. The audience see a ‘fictional reality’. It does not take the play as objective reality. If it did the reality of the fiction could not be believed. It knows it is fiction. It is a fiction in and about another fiction – daily reality. The play works as fiction, as a sort of double reality, because it isn’t daily reality. Yet to be effective as fiction it must be in that reality. If reality contains fictions, fictions contain reality. The audience does not have the illusions of the psychotic. It has the illusions of reality. It is as if the play enters more deeply than objective reality can into the gap. Fiction is more logical than daily reality because the question in the gap searches for human value, not functional practicality.

The audience has the mental structure of the psychotic but with the surface understanding that the play is not daily reality and that Hamlet is not killed. The audience’s purpose is to enter more closely into the logic of reality. To do this it turns the play into the rock the man questioned. Both the audience and the psychotic are bound to the same human logic. The audience’s psychosis reveals to it the meaning of reality, because the drama enacts logic objectively. This makes drama political. Only science can do something else, but humanely science is locked in the rock.

The psychotic uses the structures of psychosis to distort the meaning of his reality. The audience uses the same structures to find the meaning of shared reality. It is the audience’s act of creation. The audience has ceased to observe itself; it looks into the mirror and sees the play – but it does this for the same reason that the psychotic can stare only into his own face. The psychotic is aghast at what he sees because the reflection is seeing the sanity inside his madness. It is as if he sees his face as a mask that is the shreds of his sanity. In his situation it was sane to go mad. The audience is aghast only if it is imprisoned in ideology. The psychotic is aghast when he is aware of his sanity, and when the audience is aghast it is aware of being a prisoner but does not know of what or where. Madness is closer than public sanity is to the need to be human, and even evil may be closer than public goodness is to human goodness. Public reality is ideology.

The psychotic and the audience use fiction. When the psychotic does this he takes his pain as evidence of his victim-hood, as proof of the reality of his illusions. It is the way authority justifies its moral right to punish. All fantasies, dreams, phobias, ideologies, the ‘voluntary fictive’ of drama and art are fictions used to make reality bearable. And in the dangerous questions of religion and law-and-order the illusions are pathological: Gods, demons, ghosts, patriotic icons, cardboard dignitaries. We do not try to eat the fruit in a still life, and in the same way we see through the voluntary fictions and remain in daily reality, but when the audience does this to reach the reality in drama it may be aghast at what it finds. Nothing is as shocking as daylight.

As fiction concerns the meaning of reality, the way its elements integrate, human reality is fiction, and so reality is a symptom of psychosis. Fiction gives reality its meaning. We must have what the universe does not have, an explanation of our being. We cannot be human by accident. We choose to be human because that is our imperative. This entangles us in the net of psychosis. The meaning we give to reality is a constituent of reality. Because we are the dramatic species reality intends our freedom. Our place in the universe is in fiction because we are unlike the ‘what’. The logic of imagination in drama gives us our freedom in fiction. The alternative is madness, but even the mad seek sanity. So we can say to be human is our damnation. That is why we need the Tragic.

In drama fiction is the first layer of psychosis. But there are fictions-within-the-fiction: Gods, ghosts, witches, phantoms. These are immanent transcendents, dramatic absolutes. It is as if the fictions-in-the-fiction became real, so the audience becomes, say, the ghost. Then the fictions-in-the-fiction undo, decathex, the fictions of ideology, because the audience know they in fact are not the dead who came to the theatre as ghosts. The fictions-within-the-fiction of Shakespeare’s ghosts and witches tell the first fictions the truth. The whole structure of reality-and-drama is psychotic so the fictions-in-the-fiction, the ghosts and witches, use the psychosis of the characters (Hamlet, Macbeth) to create the audience’s sanity. One level of fiction is not more profound than another; all are at the same level. It is a matter of the relation between fictions. This relation also involves the actor’s ability to perform, show, the ‘invisible object’. In role the actor is himself a fiction-in-the-fiction in the structures of psychosis. The play’s character shows the audience the reality of the actor in the fictions of his own drama. These are simply the layers of reality that are ignored outside the theatre. Obviously if Brechtian alienation were possible it would destroy the relation of fiction to reality and dehumanise drama. It is not possible and so it only trivialises it – it is another intrusion of scientism.

The psychosis of the fictions-within-the-fictions tells the truth of reality. It undoes the balancing act of the audience’s existence. If there were Gods, ghosts and witches we could not go mad. As they are fictions drama may use them as agents of sanity. The psychotic goes mad because he seeks the truth, and drama-and-its-audience create the fictions within the fictions to get back from fiction to the relation to reality sought by the human imperative. It does not matter what the Gods or ghosts say in the play (Euripides said Apollo made a mistake) but there is a layer of reality, the realm of Gods and ghosts, that is other than the psychosis of the audience’s reality, so that on the simplest level the fiction of the play is closer to reality than reality is to itself because it uses the hidden structures of reality. In the fictions-within-the-fiction (Gods, ghosts) this fact is both revealed and hidden since the Gods and ghosts have the appearance of fictions but only so that the audience may be real. It follows that truth can be spoken only in falsehoods. Or more harshly, only the liar can tell the truth but outside drama he doesn’t know he does. The human truth is always in the process of becoming. Reality is always emergent. The error is to think of the mind as a subtle rock. The mad go mad in order to seek the truth of their situation, and in drama the fictions-in-the-fiction are the means by which our madness heals itself.

Drama could not be part of our reality if its function were merely to record or repeat the life of our daily reality. The Tragic is not a means of escape from that reality. (It would even be closer to the truth to say that drama is the way nature banishes us from nature.) Drama is complex partly because to create humanness it enters our inhumanness, travelling in deserts of revenge and ideology in which each grain of sand is a signpost pointing to a grain of sand. It is complex in order to reduce itself to simplicities. Truth is an act of violence: it is the truth when you cannot lie to yourself.

The Jacobean audience believed in the daily reality of ghosts as agents of morality. To enact humanness in Jacobean drama the ghost must enter and its first audience must acknowledge that it is a fiction. The paradox of drama is that it presents its illusions to the audience as if they were realities so that, through the structures of psychosis, they cease to be real. Civilisation depends on the death of ghosts. The stoning in Saved is violent so that it may be seen as humanness seeking its self-respect. The drama unravels this paradox in the labyrinths of violence in the society in which it was written. Drama is the source of our moral sanity and humane social relations. If the modern market-world uses it as another show of atavistic violence to incite the audience’s lust for revenge, then an alternative fiction will become reality. The train will stop at Auschwitz-Gulag.

The third crisis is more threatening than the earlier crises. We think we have its solution. We are like a man who tattooed an animal on his body and in the night the tattooed animal devoured him. Or like the starving man who cut open his body and devoured his stomach so that he could have something to eat.

All human existence is fiction. In the end natural reality does not impose its own necessities on us. The final evidence of the ultimate determinacy of fiction is suicide, the unique gift of humanity to itself. Suicide ‘puts nature in its place’. Fiction is our reality because ultimately it determines our existence in society. The power of ideology is that it uses the humanising forces – our appetites, passions, needs – that bind us to the reality of nature, to bind us to its psychotic fictions. We free ourselves from these fictions only by using the same force. What binds us must free us. It cannot be done by another, more subtle fiction. Only drama can do it because it is the logic of the human imperative in our situation. In other essays I explain the imperative’s origin. It and imagination are not mystical or supernatural. Whatever is in imagination is first outside it and comes from society and nature. The relation between us and nature, between man and rock, is the infinite possibilities of the structures that fiction can occupy. They range from madness to sanity. As they have no purpose they are the structures of psychosis, of forms of a reality that does not yet exist and may cease to exist. The structures are strangely ontological because they may crop up anywhere and everywhere. The materialised source of the third crisis is capitalism and its market. Capitalism is innovative and dynamic; it presents the footslogger with a horse but he has to carry the horse. Capitalism occupies the structures of manic depression. It creates outbursts of euphoric buying-and-selling followed by gut-grinding depressions. These swings bring more force and ideological corruption – social madness – in their train. The structures are also the possibility of our humanness, the site of our sentient, appetitive self, and capitalism is a parasite that infests these possibilities. We live the parasite’s life for it as if it lived in our bodies and brains. And now the parasite has attacked drama – this is a unique event, a unique menace, in history. Drama has been taken over by Hollywood and TV. Capitalism depends on mass production and each time a film is shown it is ‘made’. Its presence is ubiquitous. Films are made to make money. They are pre-modern. They capture their audience by using forms of life that are morally atavistic and that implement the ideology of vigilantism-and-revenge. They depend on reductive reflexes of suspense and shock. Its consumer-culture devours everything that is not itself. It dominates television and turns it into another money-making product – the Greeks did not interrupt their tragedies to sell a toilet-brush. All societies have the trivial as well as the strenuous. The catastrophe is not that the culture of film and TV is trivial but that we are destroying nature, the planet and the future for the sake of a triviality.

The market has destroyed the theatre director’s craft, the ‘art-of-intelligence’. Now directors direct for filmic effect. They cannot show the causes of effects and so nothing has meaning. Political prognosis is impossible, above all in ‘political plays’. We are left with no director of standing or reputation who can stage the drama of our time. Even young directors learning their craft are apprenticed to the junk trade.

Ideology corrupts the humanness it represses so that it cannot threaten its existence. That is why Bedlam became a show-house, why the physically impaired and damaged were exhibited as freaks, why the state publicly tortured and executed outsiders and the church burnt them. Ideology depends on suffering and degradation. It sustains itself by taking over our passions and desires, our aspiration for the transcendental, and legitimates itself by turning them into suffering. And this is what the modern stage does when it exploits the theatre of symptoms – it degrades its audience. The third crisis has made the need for a new drama urgent. The old dramas of the Absurd, bourgeois introspection, documentary-realism, fictional-realism are dead. A new drama must unite language, story, movement, performance art, documentary and myth into a total theatre. When they are split apart they hide their meaninglessness under the pretension that they are art or even high art.

How do The Chair Plays relate to this? The immanent transcendent in drama used to depend on the supernatural. It cannot do that now that our supernatural is the supermarket. The Chair Plays are set in 2077. Their society is amnesiac. Authority has abolished the past and its human relations. It seems as if the immanent transcendental should be the recovery of the lost relationships. Are Sara and Grit siblings? I don’t know because it doesn’t matter. Once the question is asked the play has to go beyond the relationship. The incident of the double-dress comes from a reality authority cannot abolish. One side of the dress is life, a diary of a lifetime’s meals, and the other side is an ossuary of death. The dress determines Sara’s last decision. Is the dress an immanent transcend? In The Under Room the refugee is split into two, he is himself and the dummy. The white amorphous bundle sits on a chair at the centre of the stage and the trilogy. The refugee remembers the trauma of his past but forgets one thing. It is the thing that turns his trauma into the nihilism at the heart of the Greek Tragic. That nihilism is the Gods. When the Greek protagonist confronts them he creates his absolute humanness. But now there are no Gods. Instead the refugee creates humanness by offering it to the nihilist who has come to destroy him. Is this a gesture of immanent transcendence? In Chair Billy cannot be Alice’s son but she must be the prisoner’s daughter. This is because in the first play the image of the dress confronts the present with the past that all people share in common. When this confrontation is repeated in Chair it is not shared; it is absolutely restricted to one person and the present. All three plays use pictures, photographs, images and stories that come from the repressed. In Chair the images are destroyed or reduced to one police photograph and the stories are turned into two conflicting accounts of a funeral. Nihilism is the absence of humanness. It may be the animated nihilism of Auschwitz–Gulag, but in drama it is the nihilism of the extreme which confronts the Tragic protagonist – and which the protagonist confronts with absolute humanness. Can drama still do that?

In classical drama the transcendental comes from the Greek Gods and Jacobean man. In 2077 the government is God. The question is does ‘man’ survive? In our drama can we become our own transcendent, can we finally meet ourselves? Authority animates its ideology with death, with the bribery of life-after-death, with the executions of criminals and the veneration of war dead – as if the dead juggled with the living. It is shocking to realise that ideology will use your own death. In American capitalism and its religious ideology of life after death, death even becomes a prop of the market. At the end of Chair Alice does not commit suicide to escape reality – she murders herself to deprive authority of her death. Is that the only immanent transcendence open to drama in a world where the transcendental is the market?

Does ‘man’ survive? Prometheus turned into Epimetheus, the man who unknowingly brought destruction and chaos into the world. He is the satanic demiurge of the capitalism that does not know itself and that creates ecological catastrophe. Men and women have their humanness in common but perhaps in the new drama the immanent transcendent must be created first by women. Transcendence is the story of radical innocence and it has no end.

Saved ends in a gesture of optimism in the mending of the chair. It is not grandiose to call that an act of immanent transcendence because the chair bears human wounds. Since the play was written our situation – the third crisis – has worsened. The chair in The Chair Plays is the sign of that crisis. Does that make it an immanent transcendent? It depends on how an audience uses it. My understanding of my own plays has to be limited but I think the immanent transcendent is the dummy in the chair. It is the rock the audience questions.
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One

A room with a wall at the back. In it, a door leading to a street. A kitchen off to the left. A small narrow oblong table and two chairs all matching, utilitarian, black wood. No other furniture or decoration.

Sara sits in one of the chairs. She listens intensely.

Silence.

A knock at the door. It is insistent but not aggressive.

Sara does not move.

Silence.

Sara stands and goes to the door. She opens it. No one is there. She stands in the doorway and looks out. She turns back to the room and closes the door. She goes back to the same chair. Sits.

Silence.

Sara stands and goes to the door. She stops by it. Listens.

Pause.

Sara     Go away! Go away! (Pause.) What d’you want? (She bangs on the door.) You hear!

Silence.

Sara snatches at the handle – yanks the door open. No one is there. She closes the door and walks back into the room.

Short pause.

A knock.

Sara stands still.

Pause.

Sara goes to the table and sits in the same chair.

Silence.

The door opens. Jams comes in. He wears a simple black uniform.

Jams    ’Lo.

He kisses the side of Sara’s cheek. He goes out into the kitchen. Sara sits looking at the door.

Jams (off)     Guess what happened on patrol.

Sara doesn’t move.

Pause.

Jams comes back. He has taken off his jacket and is hanging it on a wire coat hanger.

Jams     Guess what happened on patrol today. Things people get up to! We were in the old town. Part they cleared years ago. Bandits hide up there sometimes. We saw an old woman walking on the street ahead of us. Told the driver to slow down. Guess what she was carrying. You all right?

He goes out into the kitchen.

(Off.) Carrying it under her arm. Picture!

Sara goes quietly to the door and opens it. As Jams talks she looks out. Then she closes it and goes back to the same chair. Sits.

Jams (off)     Couldnt see what it was of. Had it hugged to her side. She kept getting lost. Stopped at the crossroads – looked round then trotted off. She knew where she was heading. Didnt see us. Didnt look round once. The lads wanted to pick her up. I said no, wait – see what she’s up to.

He comes in. He is wearing civvy trousers.

Big picture under her arm. Told the driver to close up. We were almost running her shadow down. She must’ve heard the engine if she wanted. She wasnt talking to herself – not loony that way. Lads were edgy. They can handle bandits. Not old ladies carrying a picture in the ruins. Uncanny. What if they’re making it up in their heads? All of ’em? Possible. Mass hallucinations. Effect of ruins. Why you sitting there? We going to eat?

Jams sits in the chair facing Sara.

A knock. Sara looks sideways down at the table.

Jams     She turns off on this track. Side road once. Lepal Street – sign still up. She goes through a door. Told the driver to drive past. Looked through the holes in the wall. Vanished. Stopped the truck. Went back with Dinny. Crep’ in the doorway. The old biddy’s inside. Picture stood on the rubble by the wall. She’s grubbing about in the dirt. What’s she lost? You listening to me? (No reaction.) A nail! She’s looking for a nail.

Three knocks. Sara does not react.

Jams     The other lads’d left the vehicle. Gawping through the holes. Didnt say so she’d hear: used me hands. Sent ’em back. Leaving the vehicle unattended! – could be a trap.

A knock.

The old biddy’s found a table. Dragging it over the rubble hard work I can tell you! – it’s bucking about like a calf being dragged to the butchers! Coat and blouse hanging undone. Hate slovenliness! Catches her hem in her heel. Rip. What a mess!

A knock.

Jams     The table’s there – eventually. Climbs on. Bangs the nail in the wall with a brick. Brick breaks. Scrapes the skin off her fingers. Blood. Looks round for the picture. It’s left on the pile by the wall. I go in. Hang the picture on the wall. See her close up. Long white eyebrows hanging in her eyes like dead spiders. She starts to pee herself. Trickles down on the table. Runs her hand through her hair. Leaves a red streak on the grey. Chriss she’ll stink the cab out! I’m sitting up front with the driver! She never looked at the picture. Werent even straight. Sea. Forest – mountains behind. The table’s like a butcher’s block: blood, piss. She’s stood on the edge. Rocks – the leg’s skewing off. Cant give her a hand, can’t touch anything like that. She comes down – jumps or topples – skins her shins. Screeches like a nail skidding down a glass runway. Chriss I’m definitely sitting in front! – blood – piss – now hollering! She didnt though. Just gurgles with the snot up her snout. That dick Johannson’s still in the gap. Stayed when I sent ’em back, I beckoned him with one finger – and point down to the bitch on the bricks. Not a dicky-bird – did it by pointing. That narked him. He had to drag her to the vehicle. We drove her to the centre. They wont feed her. Her age why prolong the misery? We played football with the picture. Kicked it under the rubble – where the CO cant see it if he comes snooping. They cleared those houses since thirty years back. They werent allowed to take their old stuff with them. Where’s she hid a picture all them years? (Shrugs.) Probably werent hers. Found it on a dump. Not her house. All look the same when they’re knocked down. Not even her street. Could’ve been a – (Violently smashes a fist on the table.) What did I say?

Sara     I –

Jams     What? What? Tell me!

Sara     I –

Jams     You’re not listening!

Sara     Picture – a woman –

Jams (bangs both fists on the table) And? – And? – You’re not listening!

Jams gets up and walks away.

Sara     I’ve got – I want to tell you about –

Jams     I come home! Try to be sociable! Interest you in my work! (Goes to the table. Bangs it.) You cant even listen! Sit there! Nothing to eat!

Sara     I – (Stops.)

Jams     I? – I?

Sara     Please listen. Someone knocks on the door.

Jams     What? (Looks at the door.) I didnt hear it.

Sara     They knock all the time.

Jams goes to the door. Opens it. No one is there. He shuts the door and turns back to Sara.

Jams     What’s going on?

Sara     It keeps knocking all day.

Jams     Kids.

Sara     I’d’ve heard them laugh or run away.

Jam     How long’s it been going on?

Sara     Weeks. I cant imagine it!

Jams (slight pause)     Let me get this right. You hear a knock – open the door – no one’s there?

Sara     Yes.

Jams     You’re going potty.

He goes into the kitchen. Sara sits in silence. Jams comes back. He is taking his jacket off the hanger.

Weeks? Why didnt you tell me? The service expects us to keep to standards! Be respectable! Not get involved in this shite! There’s enough shite outside! It’s not coming in my house! (He throws the coat hanger on the floor. He gets into his jacket.) I’ll eat at the canteen! Pick that up!

Jams goes out. He shuts the door behind him. Sara picks up the coat hanger. She stands in the room and stares at the door. Silence. She goes out into the kitchen.

Two

The room is empty.

A knock at the door.

Pause.

A knock at the door.

Jams comes in from the kitchen. He wears civvies. He forks food from a plate he holds in his hand. He opens the door. Grit stands  there. He wears an old fawn mack and a battered brown trilby. He has a backpack on his back.

Grit     Hello. I got your number down the street. Is your wife in? You must be her husband: they said she was (He stops.)

Jams watches Grit. He puts a forkful of food in his mouth.

Jams     What you want her for?

Grit     Is she in?

Jams     Might be.

Grit     O it’s nothing private. It’s just – better if I tell her. Or you both together. Will she be long? I’ll come back.

Jams steps aside and motions Grit in with his fork. Grit comes in.

Jams pushes the door to with his foot. He chews and watches Grit.

Jams     She’s out.

Grit     Just take this off. Heavy.

He takes off the backpack and puts it on the floor. Jams forks food into his mouth.

Grit    … If I’m interrupting I’ll come back in…

Jams     What you want her for?

Grit     I’m her brother.

Jams     Are you?

Grit     I live – I lived – at the other end of the country. (Gestures to pack.) Walked down.

Jams     Walked?

Grit     No travel document.

Jams     Why?

Grit     Office wasnt functioning. Official came out and told the queue no more documents issued. The staff were throwing themselves off the roof. Couldn’t use transport without a document.

Jams (wags fork at Grit)     You’ve got a suicide outbreak.

Grit     Nothing worked. No jobs. No electricity. Water comes out with lumps. On the way to work I had to cross a bridge. Crowd on it. Sitting and standing both sides on the parapets Done up in overcoats. Looked like rows of pigeons – roosting or walking up and down looking for a place. Then one of them’d throw theirself in the river. That started it. Splash – splash – splash. Five or six throw themselves in. Others climb up to fill the gaps they left. The ones in the river float off. Their overcoats are blown out on top of the water like bladders or big blisters. When I got to work it had reached there – it was closed.

Jams (sits at the table and eats)     The faces are the give-away. They all jumped? No one used a rope or anything fancy?

Grit     No.

Jams     They all do the same – whatever it is. One of the symptoms. Know Reading?

Grit     No.

Jams     Place down this end. Suburb before it was resettled. They had an outbreak. I was sent because of the job. They walked the streets carrying a knife in front of them – like this. (He holds his fork at arm’s length.) Point up. Hundreds of ’em. Streets were chocker. Going up and down. Like sleepwalkers holding a candle out. Dead quiet. No one spoke. No one bumped into anyone. All of a sudden one of ’em’d stab theirself. Stab stab stab. Hacking and ripping. Arms and legs. Chest. Neck. As if they wanted to stab themselves as many times as they could before the knife fell out of their hand. Never stabbed anyone else. Rest didnt turn round. Saw one on the pavement. Trying to reach the knife he’d dropped. Scrabbled round for it for half an hour. When he got it all he could do was scratch the pavement. Rest step over him. They all wore scarves – like yours wore overcoats. The symptoms are always the same. That’s why I asked if you saw their faces. Blanks.

Grit     Yes.

Jams     If you’d been resettled it wouldn’t’ve happened. Reading wasnt resettled either. No outbreaks after.

He stands and takes the plate and towel into the kitchen. Grit unfastens the backpack. He takes out an envelope and puts it in his inside pocket. He fastens the backpack. Jams comes from the kitchen drying the plate on a tea towel.

Jams     You haven’t been hanging round outside playing silly buggers with door knockers?

Grit     No.

Jams     If you have I’ll find out. (No response.) A long way to come. Why?

Grit     When I got home my wife was gone. Didnt know if she’d killed herself. Could’ve been on the bridge when I crossed. Searched to see if she’d left a note. Didnt take long. Up there it’s like here, by the looks of it: authority discourages furniture. I tried the drawer of our table. Never normally touch it, that was her responsibility. It was stuck. I yanked it out. The runner was loose. She’d propped it up with a bit of card. When I unrolled it it was a photo.

Jams     Not allowed. All personal papers destroyed when they abolished the past.

Grit     This got lost in the drawer.

A sound at the door.

Jams     Her. Tidy this up.

Jams takes the plate and tea towel out into the kitchen. The door opens.

Sara comes in carrying in front of her an issue box of food. She closes the door with her heel. She looks over the box at Grit.

Grit     He let me in.

Sara goes towards the kitchen.

Sara (calls)     You there?

She turns to look at Grit. Jams comes from the kitchen.

Jams     I’ll take it. (He takes the box.) He says he’s from the other end.

He takes the box out into the kitchen.

(Off.) Walked. Your brother.

Sara (calls)     What?

Jams (off)     Brother.

Grit     You dont remember me.

Sara     I havent got a brother. No one has. They did away with all that. What d’you want? (Calls.) Why did you let him in? – You cant walk in a house and say you’re a brother. What are you after?

Jams comes from the kitchen.

Jams     You still havent said what you’ve come for.

Sara    I dont care what he’s come for! Get rid of him!

Grit takes the envelope from his inside pocket. He takes a photo from the envelope. He holds it out to Sara.

Grit     Look.

Sara     What is it?

Grit     Photo. (To Jams.) From the drawer. (To Sara.) You years ago.

Sara stares at Grit and then turns to Jams. No one moves.

Grit     I came to deliver it.

He puts the photo on the table.

I’d forgotten you. Couldnt have said your name if I had to. When I saw the photo – as I unrolled it – my mouth said it – out loud. It knew, I didnt. I said ‘What?’ It said it again: Sally.

Jams goes to the table and picks up the photo. He looks at it. Tears it up.

Jams     She’s Sara. Could be any two kids.

Sara     What’s he want?

Jams (shrugs)     Suicide outbreak up there.

Sara     He doesnt know what he’s doing! When there’s an outbreak of suicide everyone imagines! Hallucinates! If he was my brother – that’s a reason to get rid of him! (Straightens a chair.) Some of the packs were frozen. They have to go in the fridge. (Turns to Grit.) Dont stand there! Go away!

Grit     Perhaps I was wrong when I said your name. It might’ve been shock because it was a photo – any photo. But when I was walking I remembered other things. You do when you start. When that photo was taken you said your dress wasnt right. You went out to change it. I remember watching the door. You came back with a red ribbon in your hair. You made me wipe my shoes, You said when we looked at the photo years later we’d want it to be right. I was cross. You said smile. The camera was on a chair. You set the timer. Ran back and stood by me. It whirred and clicked. I remember it.

Jams     They wont let you stay. No right to come without the document.

Grit     They werent being issued.

Jams     If you didnt want to throw yourself off like the rest, you should’ve stayed to help with the mess. Not wander about.

Grit     Not going yet. Tired. Rest. Go in the morning.

He sits at the table and rests his head on his arms.

When they jumped they were like shadows falling into the water.

He sleeps. Jams and Sara stare at him.

Jams     He sat on the chair.

Sara     You let him in.

Jams     He’s your brother!

Sara     He’s not my brother!

Jams     He can see it’s not his chair!

Sara     He might’ve thought it was anyone’s chair!

Jams     Anyone’s chair? – in somebody’s house!

Sara     Visitors! Visitors! Visitors have chairs!

They are screaming.

Jams     I didnt know he’d sit in it!

Sara     You could’ve put names on the chairs!

Jams     Put names!

Sara     Then people would know not to sit on –

Jams     Why didnt you do it?

Sara     It’s not my job!

Jams     It’s not my job!

Sara     You’re in the service! You’re trained for emergencies! Anyone could walk in that door and sit on –

Grit wakes.

Grit     Is anything wrong?

Jams/Sara     You sat in the chair!

Silence.

Jams     Who?

Sara     Who?

Jams     Who!

Sara     What who?

Jams     You said anyone could walk in that door! Who?

Sara     Who?

Jams     Who!

Sara     That’s the point! Anyone!

Jams     Who’s anyone?

Sara     God give me patience! Anyone!

Jams (to Grit)     Why did you sit in the chair?

Sara (to Grit, pointing at the chairs)     His! Mine! (To Jams.) Yours! Mine!

Jams     I know whose chair’s whose!

Sara     Sometimes!

Jams     Sometimes?

Sara     Sometimes!

Jams     Sometimes? What’s that supposed to mean?

Sara     Sometimes! I know what it means!

Jams     Sometimes?

Grit     I think she means sometimes it’s –

Jams     Shut up! I know what she means before she does!

Grit     Then why did you ask her what –

Jams     Shut up! Shut up!

Sara     Sometimes! I keep a diary!

Jams     That bloody diary!

Sara     To prove what goes on! In this house you need a record! I know what happened on Friday the 22nd of June last year!

Jams     Friday the 22nd of June?

Sara     Friday the 22nd of June! And I know the time –

Jams     Friday the 22nd of –

Sara     You sat on –

Jams     Liar!

Sara     You sat on –

Jams     Never!

Sara     May I drop dead! You sat on my chair!

Jams (to Grit)     Get out! Get out that chair!

Grit stands. Jams leans on the chair.

Jams     Leant! Like this! (Goes to Sara.) That’s what normal people call leant! Where was my backside? Not on the –

Grit has sat in the chair. Jams turns to him.

Jams (to Grit)     To your mind is that leant? (He notices that Grit is in the chair.) Get out of the chair! Get out!

Grit stands. Jams leans on the chair.

Sara     Get off my chair!

Jams     Where’s my backside? Not on the seat! No way! It doesnt constitute sitting if your backside’s in the air –!

Sara     No because you heard me coming and –

Jams     You dont like it when you’re shown the truth!

Sara    – got up!

Grit sits in the other chair.

Jams     Did you say – did you stand in the doorway and say – when you had every opportunity – be honest for once! – did you say: you’re sitting in my chair?

Sara     No!

Jams     No you did not!

They are screaming and in tears.

Sara     No! And you know why?

Jams     Tell me!

Sara     Shall I tell you?

Jams     Tell me! Tell me! I asked you!

Sara     I’ll tell you why! For the same reason I keep quiet about all that goes on in this house!

Jams     You couldnt keep quiet if you were dead!

Sara and Jams notice that Grit is sitting on the other chair.

Sara/Jams     Get out of that chair!

Grit stands, picks up his pack and the pieces of photo. He puts the pack on the floor, sits on the pack and methodically tries to piece back the photo.

Sara     I know you’d been sitting!

Jams     Leant!

Sara     I can prove it!

Jams     Leant!

Sara     I heard the leg scrape! It scraped when you got out of it! I know when a leg scrapes and when it doesnt!

Jams     And I know when water runs from a tap!

Sara     I knew we’d come to that!

Jams     Water –

Sara     Tap – tap – tap – tap – tap!

Jams    – is a public resource!

Sara     One little slip! I left a tap on! You’d think I’d left Niagara Falls running in the bathroom!

Grit (fiddling with the photo)     All this because I sat in a chair.

Jams     Two chairs!

Sara     Now start on him!

Jams     You never hang your clothes up!

Sara     You take the hangers!

Jams     Of course I take the hangers!

Sara     I’ve never known anyone as selfish as you with hangers!

Jams     If I didnt take them they’d lie idle gathering dust!

Sara     The whole street knows what I go through if you cant get your hands on a hanger the moment you come in!

Jams     O God I pity anyone who brings a wound in this house. It’d never heal. You’d open it every night.

Sara     Wounds? I live under surveillance.

Jams     When do 1 ever say you –

Sara     O you dont say. You’re far too clever to say. Not saying is your speciality! You’re so innocent if you went paddling the sea would curdle!

Jams     What’s that mean?

Silence.

Sara     I know when a chair scrapes.

Jams     And for another for-instance the time you left your shoes in the middle of the –

Sara     Tap – tap – tap – tap – tap.

Silence. Jams gets up and goes to Grit.

Jams     Get up! (Grit looks at him.) Up!

He jerks Grit up by the collar. He throws the backpack aside and points at the spot where it was.

Jams     There! That’s not the middle of the room! That’s outer space!

Sara     I’m not stupid! That’s the middle of the room! It’s where you kicked my shoes!

Jams     I did not kick your shoes! You put –!

Sara     Pardon me – it’s in the diary – 14th September –

Jams     Tripped!

Sara     Kicked!

Jams     Tripped!

Sara     I left my shoes by the door because the 14th was wet (the meteorological office’ll confirm it) and I didnt want –

Jams     Put – the middle of the room –

Sara    – to tread wet on the –

Jams    – where anyone could trip and –

Sara    – floor!

Jams    – break their neck!

Sara slams the backpack down by the door.

Sara     There! that’s where my shoes were left!

Grit     My pack –

Jams     Wrong! Wrong! Wrong!

Grit     Give me my –

Jams     They’d be crushed when the door’s opened!

Sara     Right. Other side.

Grit is going to pick up the backpack. Sara moves it to the other side of the door.

Sara     I admit it. I’m not pedantic. I say when I’m wrong! The point is –

Jams throws the backpack into the middle of the room.

Jams     The point is there!

Grit picks up the pack.

Jams     Leave it!

Sara     Put it back!

Jams and Grit struggle for the backpack.

Grit     Let go!

Jams     Let go!

Sara     See what he’s like! Grab grab –!

Grit     Give me my –!

Jams gets the pack from Grit. Grit goes to the table, picks up a chair and puts it by the door where the backpack was.

Sara     O my God.

Jams     O my God.

Sara     O my God.

Jams     He’s ruining the home!

Grit     Now kick the chair!

Jams sits on the chair by the door. He puts his head in his hands and groans.

Jams    … It’s terrible…

Grit     He’s not kicking my pack around!

Jams (flaring up)     I didnt kick it!

Grit     You would next! I know what was coming!

Jams cries.

Sara     Dont feel sorry for him. He puts it on to get sympathy!

Grit     All this because I sat in a chair!

Jams     Two chairs!

Sara turns her chair round with its back to the table.

Sara     In future my chair faces this way! I’ll eat from a tray on my lap!

Jams gets up and turns Sara’s chair to face the table.

Sara (turns the chair round)     Leave it!

Jams (turns the chair round)     I’ll have a bit of discipline!

Grit (examining the backpack)     He broke the snap!

Sara (turns the chair round)     Freedom!

Grit (holds out the backpack)     Look!

Jams (turns the chair back)     Discipline!

Grit picks up the other chair.

Sara/Jams     O my God.

Grit     You’re not getting this till I get a new pack! And my photo repaired!

Sara     If you hadnt let him – encouraged him – to put the photo on the table this wouldnt have –

Jams     Leave the table out of it! You’re not having the table!

He grabs the table, takes it to the side and hugs it. Sara picks up her chair and hugs it. Grit hugs the other chair. They stare at each other. Silence. Grit sees the backpack on the floor, rushes to it, picks it up and returns to his place. He hugs the chair and the backpack.

Silence.

Sara cries bitterly. She sets her chair down and sits on it.

Sara (crying)     Scraped.

Sara howls. Jams takes the chair back to its place. He fusses and adjusts its position by millimetres. Grit fiddles with the catch on the backpack.

Grit (fiddling)     When they went under their breath came back in bubbles. (The catch.) Broke. – Your last breath in a bubble. Funny your last words floating in a bubble on the water.

Sara (weeping bitterly)     Scraped. It could’ve been the lid sliding on my coffin.

Sara howls in despair. She gets up and takes the chair to the door. Jams adjusts the table. Sara opens the door. Jams looks up and sees Sara go through the door with the chair.

Jams     Bring it back!

Jams reaches – lurches – sprawls on the table and sends it flying. Crash.
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Jams     Sod it! Crucified on a table!

Grit     If the fabric wasnt fortified it’ve torn.

Jams gets up and goes through the door. Pause. Off, Sara screams. Pause. Jams comes back with the chair.

Jams     Not having her parade in the streets with a chair! If she wants to do that sort of thing she can live abroad. Shaming me to the neighbours! (He sees Grit hugging the other chair and the backpack. He points to the table.) There! – or I’ll fold you up and put you inside your backpack!

Grit takes the chair to the table. Jams fiddles to get the table and chairs into their exact places. Sara comes through the door with a wooden crate. She sets it against the wall.

Sara (to Grit)     Sit.

Grit     Sit on my backpack – I sit on that he’ll say it’s his!

Sara     Sit!

Grit picks up the crate and examines it.

Grit     Full of splinters!

Sara     Sit!

Grit sits on the crate. He hugs the backpack to his chest. Sara and Jams sit in the chairs at the table.

Silence.

Jams (to Grit)     Go and use the toilet.

Grit     I dont want to use the toilet.

Jams     Use the toilet! Not having you wet the floor! That’ll be next. Come down from the other end. Walk. No documentation. Sit on the chairs. Two. Wet the floor. There’s no end to it.

Grit stands.

Jams (points to the kitchen)     There.

Grit goes out with the backpack. Pause. A leg falls off the table. Jams stares at it.

Jams     We’ll have to kill him. He’d get out of a settlement. Look how he walked here. There’s no stopping him. I cant see the future anymore, what’s in it for us. Sometimes your shoelace is undone, you cant bother to stoop to tie it… it’s easier to end it. I saw a warning at Reading. In broad daylight. People walking the streets holding a knife before them – as if they were holding a candle. He stands there breathing quietly – his breath’s like a storm blowing the roof off the house.

Sara     We’ll give him poison. That’s convenient. We’ll use the best stuff. It’s like thick water. You wouldnt know it’s in the spoon if the light didnt shine on it. We’ll invite him to a meal to celebrate the reunion. Put it in his food. I’ll go to the chemist.

Jams     Fetch my jacket. It’s on the hanger.

Sara goes out. Jams repairs the table. Sara comes back with Jams’s jacket on a hanger. Jams takes a wallet from an inside pocket. He takes a plastic card from the wallet and gives it to Sara.

Jams     Put it on my card.

Jams puts the wallet back in the jacket pocket. Sara goes out through the door. She closes it behind her. Jams works at the table a moment longer. He stands back – adjusts the place of a chair. He picks up the jacket on the hanger. He goes out to the kitchen.

Three

The room is empty. The table, chairs and crate are in their proper places.

Grit comes in from the kitchen. He wears his mack and trilby. He is tired and tense. He stands in the middle of the room.

Pause.

A knock at the door.

Grit does not move.

Pause.

Grit goes to the crate and sits.

Silence.

A knock.

Grit does not move.

A knock.

Silence.

A knock.

Grit stands. He goes to the door and opens it. No one is there. He goes back to the crate. He sits. He realises the door is still open. He stares at it.

Pause.

He gets up and goes to the door. He shuts it. He is halfway back to the crate.

A knock.

Grit dashes to the door. Yanks it open. No one is there. He closes the door. He walks into the room. He hesitates.

Silence.

The door opens quietly. Sara comes in. She wears a ground-length loose coat of stiff sky-blue silk. It is covered with metal spoons. They are stitched to the silk so they cannot swing loosely but can knock against each other when the coat moves.

Grit     Where have you been? He wouldnt let me look for you. He said the service mustnt know I’m here. No one’s seen you on the streets. Four days! He’s out looking for you now.

Sara     We played in the house when we were children. That was before they blocked the windows. I couldnt reach up to see out of them. Once you were ill. Our parents were worried. It made them hard. As if they’d been cut out of tin. The doctor wore a long black coat. I never saw his front. I thought he had two backs. That made him a doctor.

Grit     Where did you get your coat? There are no carnivals now.

Sara     In the night I came to the room where they put you. You were in a coma. I held my hand over your head. I felt the ice. There were drops all over your face. I thought that was fever: your skin cried. I knew the doctor with two backs would kill you. So I pulled back the blanket – you smelt like a stable on a frosty night – and dragged you to the window so you could see. I had to climb on a chair. Pulled you up by the shoulders. Turned your head to the window. There was nothing to see. No lights in the street. It was dark. The glass was black. I saw your face in it. It was white. Your face was talking to you. I couldnt hear it. You put out your hand. You tapped the glass. I thought you’d broken it that was the power of fever. I nearly dropped you in fright. You’d fall on the glass. The splinters would tear off your face. The spikes would stab out your eyes. The glass wasnt cracked. What I saw was the pain in your face: your face had splintered. Your face in the glass had told you: you’re dead. You slithered out of my hands. Mother ran in. I said I’d heard you moving – found you under the window. They said yes that’s the delirium. All next day I was terrified they’d find out you were dead. Blame me! – I’d dragged you. I was frightened in the way only a child can be… No one found out. The doctor didnt notice you were dead.

Grit     Can I sleep now you’re here? I walked for months. All that time I didnt have five hours of rest. I slept like a dog – with an eye open.

He lies on the floor.

Sara     Put this under your head.

She puts the backpack under his head for a pillow.

Grit     You are my sister. I remember my face in the window.

He sleeps. Slowly Sara takes off the coat, turns it inside out and puts it on again. The inside is black and covered with bones. Each bone is sewn at one end so that it hangs loose and rattles as the coat moves.

Jams comes through the door. He closes it behind him. He sees Grit on the floor. He kicks him.

Jams     Up! (He kicks Grit again.) Up – you rubbish dump!

Grit (stirs in his sleep)     … wha’?…

Jams     Chriss – another burden. (Calls to the kitchen.) Hello! (Waits a moment.) No sign of her. No one’s seen her. We lifted the manhole covers. Shouted down… I had to tell the service something. If her body had turned up and hadnt been reported absent – I’d be censured. If I cant find her or tell a good story: chop.

Sara has sat on the crate. Jams notices that Grit is still asleep. He looks round, stares at the chairs. He puts his hands under Grit’s armpits and drags him to the table. He sits upright in a chair. Grit sleeps – Jams watches him in silence for a moment.

Jams     I asked you to watch – for a little while. No you slept. How can I know if the service came and searched while I was out?

Jams goes out to the kitchen. He comes back with a rope. He ties Grit to the chair. He sits at the other end of the table and watches him. Sara stands. She goes out through the door and shuts it behind her. Jams rams the table into Grit’s stomach. Grit jerks awake.

Grit     Untie me.

Jams     Authority was right to abolish the past. Get shot of it. Videos – tapes – discos – dressing up – raves – dot com dot – junk. People were sick with it. It was a hobby to buy a new car, drive away from the salesroom and crash it into a wall, What do people do when they’ve got everything? One day they beg you to take it away. They want peace instead. Thats why they grab at resettlement – why it’s easy to forget.

Everyone with the same walls – same issue furniture – same issue clothes – same issue food. It takes time – but we must. I saw the faces at Reading and pitied them. Your photo’s an instance. If it had been destroyed my wife wouldnt be lost – you wouldnt be tied in the chair – I wouldn’t be chopped. The suffering will end. There’s still the odd lunatic. The old women with pictures in their heads. The stray kids. I’m not immune to it – some days I feel like the footprint in the land where no man has trod. But still it gets less. The suffering goes.

Grit     Untie me.

Jams     I’m not being chopped for you.

Grit     I wont be a bother.

Jams     No I must see this through.

Grit     I’ll go far away.

Jams     No. A labour-gang was digging foundations for a new settlement. They dug into an old plague pit. They had to wear masks. There might’ve still been bacilli in the pit. You’re a ghost in this house. A sick ghost with a disease.

The door opens. Sara comes in. She wears her ordinary clothes and carries a small packet.

Jams     Where’ve you been?

Sara     Lost.

Jams     For four days?

Sara     I couldnt find the way out of the ruins.

Jams     The ruins?

Sara     I wanted to see them for myself.

Jams     You were told not to go there!

Sara     I wanted to see.

Jams     For four days? I dont believe you.

Sara sits on the crate.

Sara     Sorry. It was like walking on a path inside a whirlwind. Round in a circle. The smaller it got the more space there was.

Jams     We sent out patrols! I made a service report!

Sara     There are so many bricks. Broken walls. Why are bricks red? I saw the tyre marks made by the trucks. I saw the footprints of people who’d lived there. They were in the houses. Turning to stone in the dust. Even the footprints of mice who’d stolen their scraps. They were in the cupboards. They’d been there for sixty generations of mice. But the generations werent born. They were fumigated away. The time in the cupboards is mice generation ‘0’.

Jams     What happened to you?

Sara     Why is he tied up?

Jams     To stop him getting lost.

Pause. Sara stands and goes to the door.

Jams     Where are you going?

Sara     I want to go to –

Jams     No! – You stay!

Silence.

Sara (sharp)     Why is he tied in my chair?

Jams     To stop him getting –

Sara     Why didnt you tie him in your chair?

Jams     He wasnt sitting in my chair!

Sara     You could have moved him to your chair!

Jams     I wouldnt have had to tie him in any chair if you –

Sara     Always an excuse!

Jams     Excuse?

Sara     Excuse!

Jams     It’s you who needs an excuse! Four days in the –

Grit     Could you loosen this knot?

Sara     I know why you tied him in my chair!

Jams     This’ll be brilliant! She had four days to work on it!

Grit     It’s stopping the blood.

Sara     So he couldnt get out of it!

Jams     So he couldnt get –! I dont believe it! Did I hear right? (To Grit.) Did you hear her say so he couldnt get out of it?

Grit     You neednt undo it – just loosen the – so I –

Sara     Yes so he couldnt get out of it.

Jams     She said it again! (Howls with laughter. Pounds the table in hysterics.) So he –! (Slaps his thighs.) So he couldnt get out of it!

Sara     Yes and you know why?

Jams     Tell me! Tell me! So he couldnt –

Sara     I know why!

Jams     Yes?

Sara     Yes!

Jams     Tell me!

Sara     I’ll tell you when I’m ready!

Jams     So he couldnt get out of it!

Sara     So he couldnt get out of it – and get into your chair.

Jams     Now I’ve heard everything!

Sara (to Grit)     Didnt he tell you to sit in my chair?

Grit     I woke up in it –

Sara     Woke up in it! Chriss I’ve got two bloody lunatics in the house!

Jams     That’s right insult your brother!

Sara     He’s not my brother!

Grit (struggling)     If you could slack it – the blood could –

Sara     O I know your diabolical mind! He tied you up so when I came through the door I’d be confronted with you in my chair having a sleep!

Jams     I didnt know you’d come through that door – ever!

Sara     Hoped!

Jams     Hoped?

Grit     My nose itches –

Sara     You dont get rid of me so easy! I’ve got my rights –

Jams     Then why did you run off to –

Sara     I wish I’d never come back –

Grit     Could you scratch it for me?

Jams     All the thanks I get! I had the manhole covers up! I was worried to –

Sara     Worried you’d lose your job!

Grit (bends his head to the side)     It’s this side – just by the nostril –

Jams     Next time dont try to come back –

Grit     O dear.

Jams (to Grit)     What is it mate? You got a problem?

Grit     My nose –

Jams     How can I help?

Grit    – itches!

Jams (to Sara)    – the door’ll be locked!

Sara     That’s your idea of humanity.

Jams (scratching Grit’s nose)     Dont teach me about humanity!

Grit     Ow!

Jams     Shut up!

Grit     Ouch!

Jams     Shut up! (To Sara.) I know how to treat my fellow man!

Grit     Ow!

Sara     Yes scratching his eyes out!

Grit     Ah! Other side!

Jams     What?

Sara     Other side!

Jams (to Grit)     Why didnt you say –

Grit     I couldnt get a word in edgeways!

Jams     Point! You could’ve pointed!

Grit     I cant! You tied me up!

Sara     He scratched the wrong side on purpose! Tied him up – tortured him –

Jams     At least I never sat on his crate!

Sara     His crate?

Jams     His crate!

Sara     Whose crate?

Grit     I dont mind who sits on my crate –

Sara (to Grit)     Your crate! You thieving little –!

Jams     Now start on your brother!

Sara     He’s not my brother!

Jams     She sat on his crate while the poor lad’s tied up and –

Grit     I thought you gave me the crate so I –

Sara     Shut up!

Grit     I give it back to you. Take it!

Jams (to Grit)     Shut up! (To Sara.) You gave him the crate – now you’re going to steal it –

Sara     I know the sound a chair makes when it’s scraped!

Jams     The shoes were in the middle of –

Sara     Tap – tap – tap – tap – tap.

Silence.

Grit     The other side itches.

Silence.

Sara     Scraped.

Silence.

Jams     I could walk in the dark. Trip. Break my neck.

Silence.

Grit sneezes.

Silence.

Jams     You went to the chemist?

Sara     Yes.

Jams     That the packet?

Sara     Yes.

Jams     It’s gift-wrapped.

Sara     To avoid suspicion. He values my custom.

Jams takes the packet out to the kitchen.

Grit     Untie me.

Sara     There’d be a row. He has to do it.

Grit     Were you lost?

Sara     An old woman hung a picture in the ruins. I came to her place. Ended up there. Not really chance. I was looking. Saw the street sign. Hung down crooked. Lepal Street. I found the picture – its leftovers in the rubble. Splinters of wood and shreds of paper. He said it was the sea. I hammered a nail in. Hung it back on the wail. Sat there for a time. Then the top of the wall lurched sideways. Where I’d hammered the nail. Hung there for ages. Then it all came down in a rush. The bricks fell on the ground like teeth. I rested and stayed there three days. The old woman’s dead. I’ve never seen the sea. Did you see it on your way down?

Grit     No.

Sara     It’s shrunk. Only puddles are left. Where the sea was the sand moves as if it’s still there. They say the sea’s ghost walks on the shore.

Jams comes from the kitchen with three spoons. He lays them at three places on the table.

Jams     Couple of minutes. Used dehydrated.

He goes out into the kitchen.

Grit     You remember when I was ill? You came in my room one night. Sat me up in bed to make me better. You told me stories.

Sara     No. It’s all in your head. I’ve never seen you before.

Jams comes from the kitchen with two bowls of soup.

Jams (puts a bowl at one end of the table. To Sara)     That’s yours. (Puts the other bowl in front of Grit.) And that’s yours. Bon appétit as the Germans say.

Grit     Untie me now.

Jams     When we’re ready.

He goes out to the kitchen. Sara goes to the table. She picks up Grit’s bowl and spoon. She stands in front of him. She dips the spoon in the soup and raises it to her lips. She breathes on it.

Grit     I dont mind if it’s hot. I’m hungry.

Sara drinks the spoonful of soup.

Grit (quietiy)    … you bitch …

Sara (calls)     Bring some bread.

Jams (off)     Is none. Didnt go to the issue when you were on the run.

Sara fills the spoon with soup.

Grit    … you bitch…

Sara drinks the spoonful of soup.

Sara (calls)     The freezer. Thaw it in the micro.

She fills the spoon with soup.

Grit    … you… bitch…

Sara is about to drink the spoonful of soup.

Jams (off)     Brown or white?

Sara (calls)     You choose.

She is about to drink the spoonful of soup.

Jams (off)     Dont mind.

Sara (calls)     Brown.

Jams (off)     That does you more good.

Sara drinks the spoonful of soup.

Grit     If you gave me it now I’d spit it in your face.

Sara drinks spoonfuls of soup. Jams comes from the kitchen with bread-knife, board and salt.

Jams (to Sara)     I forgot the salt.

Jams puts the bread-knife, board and salt on the table. Suddenly Grit thrashes in his ropes.

Grit     Bitch! Bitch! Bitch!

Jams     The effect’s almost instantaneous! (To Sara.) You got the right stuff!

Grit     She drank my soup!

Jams     What? (He looks at the table. Points to the bowl in Sara’s hands.) No – that’s his –

Grit (struggling in the ropes)     I hope it chokes the bitch!

Jams (pointing)     His! – poisoned.

Sara cleans the inside of the bowl with her finger and licks it.

Jams     You drank his deliberately!

Sara drops the bowl.

Grit     Poisoned?

Sara     Take me outside. I dont want to die in the house.

Grit     You tried to poison me!

Jams (to Sara)     Deliberately! Why? Chriss how can I explain this to the CO? The mess! What d’you want me to do!

Sara     I want to die outside – not shut in – help me.

Jams and Grit stare at her. Suddenly Jams goes to the door and throws it open.

Jams     Go! Get out! Get out! Get out of my house!

Sara (bent on the table)     I cant – get there on my – you dont need to take me far to – leave me at the corner –

Jams     Be seen in the street walking a dying woman on my arm? I wont! I cant! It’s conduct unbecoming! I’d be court-martialled! Chopped! And she’s my wife!

Sara starts to sway across the room.

Sara    … they’ll just have to see me staggering to the…

Jams goes to the table, snatches the bread-knife and slashes Grit free.

Grit doesn’t move. He stares at Sara.

Jams     Help her! She’ll be dead before you’ve –! You’re free! Take her out! Scratch your nose! (Stops.) O my God it’s a joke! That’s the poison! You swapped them.

He grabs the bowl and tries to poke spoonfuls of soup into Grit.

Jams (to Grit)     Drink it! Drink it!

Grit stares at Sara. She crashes onto the crate.

Sara     Help me. Dont make me stay – and have time to be sorry. Take me out. It’s quicker if I walk – there wont be time to be sorry. (Confused laughter.) At Reading – in the street – in broad daylight – they carried daggers before them as if they were –

Grit stands. He helps Sara to her feet.

Grit     Why? Why did you do it?

Sara     Dont talk… Outside… talk to me there…

Jams (watching Grit help Sara to the door)     O my God. O my God. O my God.

Grit and Sara go through the door. Jams stands uncertain. He goes to the door and shouts in the street.

Jams     Keep her upright! You cant trust him to do – (Yells.) Dont let her stagger! O God get her round the corner before anyone –! (Whines.) They’re opening their doors! (Shuts the door.) I cant look!

He goes to the table. Sits. Drags the soup bowl towards him. Eats.

Chopped! That Johannson’ll get my seat in the truck! Twisted little bed-wetter! (Sobs.) She brings crates into the house – then as if that’s not enough – (Shakes salt on the soup.) – she kills herself (Eats. Splutters. Spits.) O God what if she switched them round!… (Collapses across the table. Weeps. Bangs the table with his fist.) It’s her revenge because I sat in her chair!

He gets up. Still howling he goes to the door, opens it and shouts into the street.

Leant! Leant – you bitch!

He groans at what he sees. Slams the door. He goes towards the kitchen, still howling.

Jams     O God it’s worse than Reading.

Howling, he staggers towards the kitchen. There is a knock at the door. He turns and shouts to it.

Jams     Bugger off!

He goes off to the kitchen howling.


The Under Room

For David Davis

 

The Under Room was first staged by Big Brum at Roade School, Northampton, on 12 October 2005. The cast was as follows:

Joan                        Joanne Underwood

Dummy Actor     Adam Bethlenfalvy

Jack                        Ian Holmes

Directed by     Chris Cooper

Designed by     Ceri Townsend

Stage Manager     Emma Cutler

City suburb, 2077.

A bare cellar. A wooden chair with arms. On the floor a lidded tin box. It is some 18 inches by 14 inches and 16 inches high. To the (audience) right a flight of stairs. The treads are some four feet long and broad enough to be sat on. At the top of the stairs a door.

The Dummy Actor speaks the Dummy’s words. Usually he stands upstage left. He wears blue jeans, brown suede shoes and a bright, deep-red shirt buttoned at collar and cuffs. The Dummy is a basic human effigy: trunk, arms, legs, head. It has no other features. It suggests stuffed white pillowslips or bolsters. It is about half the size of the Dummy Actor.

 

One

The Dummy Actor stands up left. The box lid is shut.

Joan comes down the steps. She pushes the Dummy before her. She speaks to it and not to the Dummy Actor.

Joan     Wait here. (She puts the Dummy in the chair.)

Dummy     I was not stealing.

Joan     You expect me to believe that?

Dummy     Yes.

Joan     Then why did you break into my flat?

Dummy     If I had come to steal I would not have let you stop me. I am stronger than you.

Joan     Sit there.

Dummy     You are going to fetch the soldiers?

Joan     You cant get out. There’s only one door. It’s too strong to break.

Dummy     I have told you I was not stealing.

Joan     You were upstairs in my room. You had broken a window. Undone the catch and climbed in.

Dummy     Yes.

Joan     And you did not intend to steal?

Dummy     I told you.

Joan     You were a burglar who broke in to give me money.

Dummy     If you like.

The Dummy Actor takes out banknotes. He holds them in front of him.

He does not try to give them to Joan. She looks at the Dummy, not the Dummy Actor.

Joan     You stole it from someone else.

Dummy     Not from someone.

Joan     But you stole it? (No answer. She goes towards the stairs.) I shall call the soldiers.

Dummy     Please. I climb through your window because soldiers came in street.

Joan     There were none when I came home.

Dummy     Then they had gone.

Joan     If you hide from the soldiers you were up to no good.

Dummy     I can give you more money.

Dummy Actor holds out more money.

Joan     Your money is stolen. If I took it I would be involved in your crimes.

She begins to go up the stairs.

Dummy (calls)     I have been involved in shoplifting.

Joan hesitates. She comes back to the cellar.

Joan     You said shoplifting.

Dummy     If the soldiers stopped me in the street they would take me away. I have no papers. That is why I broke your window. It was the nearest window. I give you money to buy a new window. You may keep the rest if you wish.

Joan     Why did you say shoplifting?

Dummy     It is the truth.

Joan     It isnt called shoplifting any more. That’s what our parents called it. It’s shoplooting.

Dummy     Yes. I know. I forgot. Looting.

Joan     You were not born here?

Dummy     When the soldiers took me away they would see me on CCTV from the shops. They would check because I have no papers.

Joan     You broke into my flat to steal. I came back before you had time.

Dummy     You do not believe me. If I knew the soldiers had left the street I would have left your house. I meant to pay for the broken window.

Joan     You expect me to believe that?

Dummy     I do not want to prove you wrong. It is not polite. I put the money on the shelf over the fireplace.

Joan starts to go up the stairs.

Dummy (calling after her)     It is under the little blue pot. It is a nice pot.

Joan goes out. The Dummy Actor puts the money in his pocket. After a few moments she returns and comes down the stairs.

Dummy     I hope it is enough money. You do not have to repair all the windows. I would have written a note to say I am sorry. I could not find a pencil.

Joan     You have a weapon?

Dummy     A knife.

Joan     Not a gun?

Dummy     I do not even like to have a knife. I will show it to you.

The Dummy Actor takes a knife from his pocket. He holds it before him. He cleans it obsessively but not rapidly with a cloth.

Dummy     I would not have hurt you with the knife. I let you bring me down to this under room. Knife would be used only to stop you going to soldiers.

Joan     You had better give it to me.

Dummy     I cannot do that.

The Dummy Actor puts the knife in his pocket.

Dummy     The knife is my papers. You must have weapon when you live on street and have no papers. I am a good shoplooter. That is why I have money. Many shoplooters wear dull clothes. They do not attract the eye of store detectives. So they think. If they have to run-like-streak-lightning-get-hell-out-here-bloody-quick they are not seen so easy in the street. I do not have to run. I wear bright clothes. Then no one suspect me. My disguise make me vanish. My grandmother say you cannot see the bit of dust in your eye. Maybe camera see me steal. Then it is too late. I have gone. I steal my clothes from shop. I steal everything of me. Outside and inside. The knife was given me. It is a gift.

Joan     It’s a cellar.

Dummy     Pardon me?

Joan     It’s called a cellar. Not under room.

Dummy     O. I have learnt a new word. My visit to your house is not wasted. Thank you. Some words I forget. I shall remember this word for sure. Cellar. But I have nothing to sell. I steal. I am bad.

Joan     How long have you been here?

The Dummy Actor looks at his watch.

Dummy     Fifty-six minutes.

Joan     In this country.

Dummy     It is better I dont say that. It is better to know nothing. Then when you are asked it is easier to be silent.

Joan     You cant go back to…?

Dummy     My country. One may always go back. For sure they welcome me. I am bright boy. First I have to say sorry. Then I do what they want. They give me good papers. Maybe later they send me back here. I know the language. (I must learn a few more words.) Cel-lar. They give me nice job. Maybe chauffeur. Chauffeur make good spy. I get to drive nice car. But I do not want what they want. I am better on run looting your shops. When I have more money I buy papers. Next I pay for guide to take me on underground route to North. There it is safe. It is a racket of course. Run by gangs. It is expensive. If you try to cross on your own they shoot you. In the North life is more easy. They do not shoot you for shoplifting. They could not shoot you for shoplifting here. It was not nice. They change the name. They shoot you for shoplooting. That is nice. People like it. Not only shopkeepers.

Joan     You had better stay here for the night.

Dummy     No.

Joan     Till the soldiers have gone. They may still be in the area. If you go now they’ll pick you up.

Dummy     I do not want to give you some trouble. I pay for broken window and go. First I ask you to check no soldiers outside. That would be kind.

Joan     If I was questioned I’d say I didnt know you were in the cellar. I didnt know you had broken in.

Dummy     You are nice but innocent. They would ask you why you didnt notice your window was broken.

Joan     The soldiers were searching for you?

Dummy     No. I am nothing. Not big shot. I am little shot. Sometimes little shot count for more. It is more perfect when even little shots are not safe. Then no one get away. There is no hope. So I am careful. – I will go. I break your window. I do not want – as you say – to pull your house down round your ears.

Joan     You are an illegal immigrant. You loot shops. If the soldiers catch you you will be shot. I do not want you to walk out of my house into that.

Dummy     You are a stupid lady. Pardon that is not polite. But it is true. Do not bother with me. I am nothing. I make myself nothing. It is better. Since a long time I am not real. I listen to myself and I say who is that who is speaking those stupid things? You are a good person. You do not cause trouble for the authorities. When I climb through your window I say ‘O – a respectable person lives here.’ A good hideout for a crook. The soldiers do not look in such a place. I was sorry I broke window in such a nice room. I go. You want to be a heroine? My grandmother say God dont give medals. You do not know what trouble is. Trouble is complicated.

Joan     I will not let you walk out into the street to be shot.

Pause.

Dummy     If you wish it so. When you came in your shopping bag was full. I have not eaten today. If I am to stay perhaps you would share the food with me. It would be nice.

Two

The Dummy is in the chair. The box is under the chair. The lid is shut.

Joan comes down the stairs. She enters the cellar.

Joan     He’s late. Something so important. I dont understand. I’ve been watching from the window.

Dummy     He will not come at the time he said. It could become known. Then it might be a trap.

Joan     I think he just wants to appear important. What does he look like?

Dummy     Anyone.

Joan     We mustnt tell him the rest of the money’s here. We’ll say I’ll fetch it when he brings your papers.

Dummy     Money of this sort is not kept in banks.

Joan     How long will it take him to arrange?

Dummy     It will be soon. They will choose to be busy.

Joan     It will be strange.

Dummy     You will miss your man in the cellar?

Joan     You will vanish. I shant know if you’re safe. If you’ve arrived somewhere. You cant even send a sign. It’s too risky. Nothing will change here.

Dummy     I will be amputated from your life. It is better that way. You have been foolish to hide me in your cellar. You will go back to your normal life. You will be safe. You will have the comfort of what is normal.

Joan     When you’re safe you’ll make a normal life for yourself.

Dummy     No. You live in the before. I live in the after. Nothing is comfortable there. Or normal.

Joan     After what?

Pause.

Dummy     I killed. There is a before and after. Before – the army gang came to our houses. They came out of the morning mist. Even that. They took the women behind the houses. They do not want the grown men to live. There are many shootings and shouts. I am thirteen. Some boys were younger. They led my father and mother against the wall of our yard. What they explain is quick and simple. They say it many times already. They put knife in my hand. They say kill one. Choose – so other live. My parents look at me. Not at each other. I wish them to look at each other. To make choice for me. They didnt think of it. It is too quick. I say not knife. Give me gun to shoot. Soldier say knife. It is better so for you. Harder is better training. Make you soldier quicker. I say you choose. Soldier say you soldier now. Soldier choose target. I say let me look away. Soldier say soldier look at target. My father is a good man. He say ‘Kill me.’ Then my mother make a sound. It is like a stone breaking in her throat. She tries to say it too: ‘Me.’ She loves me.

Joan     Which one did you…?

Dummy     If you ask question I cannot go on. I see something so clear. It is as if letters are printed on the ground. As if the ground is a big book. To the horizon. I am standing on the page. At one part the words read: ‘My mother say “me” because she choose not to live in world where her son is killer.’ Another part I read it says: ‘The father say “me” so he does not have to see son stand by his dead mother.’ Then I see our dead dog lying on the page. There the words say the blood of the dog runs away like a river because it does not want to be with people any more. It is black blood. Printer’s ink. There is no time to read the many other things. The soldier checks watch. The world ticks like a bomb in my head. It is still before so I thought: kill the soldier – kill me. Like in game you play trick. Cheat. The writing on the ground – I see it clear – it lay there and said no. It would be worse. Soldiers would turn it into their joking. I wish to turn page – to see if on the other side is written. I cannot turn the world. So I did it. It was easy. I am surprised. When you cook meat you put knife in to see how the cooking is. Yes? It is like that. I thought the skin would not want to give. It would push back like a stone – twist my hand – throw knife out of it. No. There is the knife. In. I start to pull it out. Soldier grab my wrist. He holds the knife in. The knife throb because the heart is beating. You see? It is like the body sobbing inside. Or perhaps the knife is sobbing. It blushes red as if ashamed. It is the blood. I do not feel I am killing. I feel nothing – then why am I crying? It is not tears on my cheeks. It has been splashed – I am crying my parent’s blood. I bite the soldier’s hand. He let go. Pats my head. He is speaking. Words as if the sky was stone and breaking. Soldier say: ‘My soldier now – good life with comrades.’ The knife has drop. I bend to take it from the ground. When I am straightening I see my other parent dead. A soldier kill that one too. When does he do this? When I am holding the knife in the – ? Or when I read the words on the ground? This is after. Since then I have never seen such words. But there is something I do not remember. It is in my head but I do not remember it.

Doorbell rings. The Dummy Actor takes out the cloth he wiped the knife on. He wipes his hands and forehead. He puts the cloth away.

Joan     I’m so sorry. Which one did you choose to…?

Dummy     I wont tell you that. I am allowed my shame. Without that there is nothing. Love can betray. Shame – you say it – is faithful to the death.

Joan     It would help you to tell me.

Dummy     I will tell you something more interesting. It will help you as you go about your day’s affairs. I was glad the other parent was also dead. No one is left to know what I have done. No one that is mattering to me. The others there would not notice where murder was so busy. I became nothing. Next – it is long after – I have a sudden pain. In my mouth. And here. (The Dummy Actor does not indicate.) It is the first laugh of my after. It comes up like a stone. I vomit my laughter. I laugh because my other parent dead too.

Doorbell rings.

Dummy     He does not like to be seen standing on doorstep. (Joan goes to the stairs.) Wait. I will finish my story. (Joan stops.) Seven years I am soldier. It is like dominoes. Not letters on the ground. Dots. Those are the ones I kill. They are dominoes in my head.

Joan     I think I understand. I have nightmares about the changes. The new laws. Soldiers instead of police.

Dummy     O really? That is nice. You had better go to the door.

Joan     I want to hold you.

Dummy     No no. That is not necessary. He will go away.

Joan mounts the stairs. The doorbell rings. She goes out. She returns and comes down the stairs. Jack follows her. Halfway down Joan stops. Turns to Jack.

Joan     I should warn you. He’s upset today because he’s leaving. He’s been telling me about his past.

Jack     Right.

Joan     He’s very level-headed. You’ll find he’ll do exactly what you tell him on the crossing to the North.

Jack     Yer done this before? – this thing.

Joan     O no. There’s only been him.

Jack    ’Ow’d that come about.

Joan     He broke in while I –. (Stops.) It’s better to know nothing isnt it. Then if we’re questioned we cant say anything.

Jack (shrugs with one shoulder)     Wondered. We was in contact before ’e come ’ere. Then the trail went dead.

Joan and Jack go into the cellar.

Joan     This is…

Joan stops. Stares at Jack as he rapidly checks out the room for devices.

Jack     No other in ’n out? (Joan is nonplussed.) Man’oles? Concealed exits?

Joan     Only these stairs.

Jack (to Dummy)     Yer vanish. Though yer give me the slip.

Dummy     Yes. I was lucky.

Jack     You were.

Jack takes out a camera. He photographs the Dummy’s head from the front and sides.

Joan     How long will it take?

Jack     Lap a’ the gods.

Joan     Will flash photos do?

Jack     Filter adjusts light. (Snaps Joan.) One a’ the lady for ’im t’ take down memory lane. ’Ow about the two t’gether?

Dummy     We dont want that.

Jack     What yer got under yer chair?

Dummy     Personal things.

Joan gives Jack a small sealed envelope.

Joan     His physical description.

Jack (to Dummy)     Thought yer ’ad a bomb. (He opens the envelope. Takes a small list from it. Glances at it. Puts it back in the envelope and into his pocket.) Yer’ll get a new self. Match up with yer mugshot. Photo of wife ’n kid. Did yer know yer ’ad mumps as a kid? Yer give up smokin. No nicotine fingers. Wristwatch bought local. All new kit. The couriers dont go for technicolour.

Joan     I’m proud there are still people like you who take this risk.

Jack     I do it for the money. Makes me reliable.

He makes a mock-impatient hand gesture. Joan gives him a larger envelope.

Joan     You may check it.

Jack     No need. I’ll come back if it’s short. (Warning to the Dummy.) You – ready at a moment’s notice. They dont give advance warnins.

Joan and Jack go out up the stairs.

Three

The Dummy is in the chair. The metal box has been moved. It lies on its side on the floor. The lid is open. It is empty.

Joan     I still cant believe it?… Are you sure? (No answer.) You might have put it somewhere else. It’s easy to do when you’re under pressure.

Dummy     I have nowhere else to put things.

Joan     Please not self-pity.

Dummy (factually)     There is nowhere.

Joan     I’m sorry. I shouldnt have said that. – What will happen?

Dummy     We shall see.

Joan     We cant just wait. You’re sure it was there? I’m sorry – I have to ask. There’s no sign of breaking in. Nothing taken from upstairs.

Dummy     I shall go.

Joan     Where? The street. I shant let you go. But we cant just wait. No one else has been here? You’ve had no visitors while I am at work? You heard nothing in the night.

Dummy     I have comfort here. I am lax. I tell stories from the past. I forget what is now.

Joan     It’s my fault. I should’ve hidden the money outside the house. Where? I cant involve friends. I would have to tell them too much.

Doorbell rings.

I dont understand the world. These things have been going on round me all these years and I didnt see them. The streets arent real any more. I’m helpless. I feel like an immigrant.

Dummy     Answer it.

Joan     O it doesnt matter. I’m not expecting anyone. I cant talk to anyone. – You’ve told me everything havent you? Trust me. I wouldnt blame you for anything.

Dummy     It will be him.

Joan (uncomprehending)     Who?

Dummy     I think so.

Joan (realising)     But why? Stupid question. It’s all we need! If you’ve got one problem you’re bound to get more. (Goes to stairs. Stops. Reassuringly.) I’ll talk to him. I’ll make him understand. Dont worry. Whatever happens I’m here to help.

She goes out up the stairs. After a few moments Jack comes down them. Joan follows him.

Joan     Wait. I have to speak to you.

Jack (stops on stairs)     Trouble?

Joan     I’m afraid so.

Jack     I see. Yer goin t’ muck me about.

Joan (not understanding)     I beg your pardon.

Jack     Can we cut the shite? Yer wouldnt do it convincin.

Joan     I dont understand.

Jack     I put me life on the line for ’im ’n you. They catch ’im ’e ’as it easy. They shoot ’im. They cut me up ’n feed me t’ their Alsatians.

Joan     You think I knew? He deceived both of us.

Jack     Deceived?

Joan     He said he had all the money. He only had the money I gave you. He told me he made money shoplooting. You dont make that much shoplooting. I should’ve asked to see it. He’s so plausible. People like him dont live in the real world. He persuaded himself he had the money. Or it would turn up. I know that sounds unbelievable. If you knew what happened to him when he was a child – you’d believe him.

Jack     Yer ain even original.

Joan     I promise you it’s the truth. He sees writing on the ground.

Jack     Yer promised me dosh.

Joan     O god why do there have to be people like you! I’m sorry. I didnt mean it. You try to help. Even if it is for money. You take risks. The people you have to deal with must destroy your faith in human decency.

Jack    ’E in there?

Joan     You cant talk to him till I know what will happen. There never was any money. He didnt deceive you. He deceived himself. Think how terrible that is for him! We must get him to a place where he can understand himself. Lead a good life.

Jack     D’yer know ’ow many I ’ave t’ bribe t’ get ’im ’is piece a’ paper? Ain just crooks. I bribe the law. That comes expensive. They say the next man up the chain wants more! They dont double-cross. They double-double-cross. Dosh! – that’s the only reality – ’n arf the time that’s forged.

Joan     When he gets over the border he’ll work and send you money.

Jack     Ha! – the times I ’eard that! Once they’re over – I dont exist for ’em! I tell yer somethin lady – if ’e gets over – which ain likely – ’e wont get a job. ’E’ll go on lootin. Once yer got the ’abit yer cant break it. ’E cant send much dosh from prison.

Joan     He groans in his sleep.

Jack    ’E’s lucky. I ’elp people ’oo cant groan when they’re awake! They ’ad their tongue cut out. ’N their limbs saw off. It’s a merry ol’ world ain it! The pain dont stop when the torturers stop. They torture themselves – their wounds do it for ’em!

Joan     What d’you intend to do?

Jack     I got ’is pass with the dosh yer give me. Now I ’ave t’ settle with the couriers. They dont do it for nothin. They ’ave t’ buy off the border guards. I ain walkin round with ’is pass in me pocket. Might as well smoke a stick a’ dynamite. ’E finds the cash by this evening or ’is pass is ashes.

Joan     I cant give you that amount of money. I dont own my flat. I rent. I have a few pieces of family jewellery. Nothing of value.

Jack     I ain a pawnbroker.

Joan     My savings at the bank wouldnt –

Jack     Chriss! – ’ow’d I get involved with these bleeding ’eart amateurs! Yer fancy man –

Joan     He is not my –

Jack     Yer toy boy –

Joan     How much d’you want?

Jack     Fifty thousand.

Joan     You frighten me.

Jack     Yer can beg borra ’n steal like everyone else.

Joan     I cant. I dont understand such things.

Jack     Yer lecture me about sufferin. I ain understand what a nasty time ’e’s bin through! I’ll tell yer something for nothin: I dont like talkin t’ you. Yer make me sound like a cheap crook ’n not a respectable ’andler a’ ’uman cargo. Yer know why I sound like that? It’s ’cause I ’ave t’ spell out t’ you what passes unsaid in polite circles. I ’ave a deep self-respect inside me. A deep deep respect. George Washington never lied to ’is dad. I go one better. I never lie t’ meself. It gives me my right t’ a place in the world. Dont lecture me. Get the money.

Joan     When d’you want it by?

Jack     Now.

Joan     Yes but how long can I –

Jack     Now. I ain dealin with one illegal wog. I got a team t’ look after. Yer aint pay up – the ’ole business is threatened. What use am I t’ the sufferin ’n needy if I end up gift-wrapped in concrete at the bottom of the river?

Joan goes towards the cellar.

Jack     Leave that. I dont think yer realise ’ow serious the situation is. Get the cash. Now. I’ll tell ’im the good news.

Joan goes back up the stairs. She stops.

Joan     I cant. I’m sorry. I dont know how to beg or steal. I cant borrow so much. (Flat.) You’re a monster from somewhere I dont know. We speak the same words but they have different meanings.

Jack    ’E’s incurred obligations. ’E leave ’ere without payin ’e’ll ’ave a knife through ’is ribs.

Joan goes out. Jack sits silent and motionless for a while. Then he twiddles his thumbs and whistles for a few moments. Then he picks his teeth with a matchstick. He stands. Looks round for somewhere to put the matchstick. Puts it in his breast pocket. Goes into the cellar. Goes to the box. Shuts the lid. Sits on it.

Jack     She says yer a con. Bin tellin porkies. She thinks yer never ’ad the money. She cant think straight. Yer ain stupid. Yer must a’ ’ad the money t’ come t’ me in the first place.

Dummy     You came through the front door.

Jack     I’d’ve come through the wall if necessary. Yer narked?

Dummy     Narked?

Jack     Angry.

Dummy     It was my fault. I should not have put the box under the chair. I didnt know you would come that day. But I make excuse for myself. I am too comfortable here. I could kill you. I have a knife. I am quicker and stronger than you. You have minders. Someone will know you are here. Your body would be a problem. The little box is too small for your coffin. Beside – I came from my country because I did not want to kill any more. Why should I kill here?

Jack     Yer talk in yer sleep.

Dummy     I am not surprised.

Jack     Yer spoke t’ me. In yer lingo. Jumped out a’ me skin. Drop the lolly. ’Ad t’ grovel round for it on me ’ands ’n knees.

Dummy     What is your plan now?

Jack     She’s gone t’ ’er bank t’ raise a loan.

Dummy     What will you do? She will not get it.

Jack     Never underestimate the ladies.

Dummy     That is a stupid remark.

Pause.

Jack     She’ll get somethin. I could screw the rest out of ’er in instalments. Put ’er on the game. Nice little regular income.

Dummy     What will you do if she will not do that?

Jack     Grass yer t’ the army. Yer wouldnt be the first. I do them a favour – they do me one.

Dummy     Perhaps the friends of the people you betray will take revenge.

Jack     The sort I betray – I’m their only friend.

Dummy     Why do you do these things?

Jack     Yer want another stupid answer?

Dummy     Perhaps you will say something interesting.

Jack     Because they’re waitin t’ be done.

Dummy     That is a stupid answer.

Jack     Because someone ’as t’ do it.

Dummy     That is another stupid answer.

Silence.

Jack (low)     It was a stupid question. I’ll get yer over the border. But dont push yer luck.

Dummy     You think I am lucky?

Jack     Yeh. It could run out. (Stands.) Nothin ’gainst yer personal. Let’s keep it like that.

Jack goes out up the stairs. The Dummy Actor takes off his shirt. Under it he wears a plain white T-shirt. He puts the shirt on the Dummy. He has no expression. He goes back to his place.

Four

The Dummy and Joan.

Joan     They said come back. They wouldnt give me a loan today. Why should they tomorrow? Not as much as he wants. I shall play for time. Tell him I can get the money. The formalities will take weeks. We’ll have time to think. We must. I cant now. I’m numb with shock.

Dummy     My grandmother said a man went to hell. When he came back he had lost his taste. That is all.

Joan     We need a miracle.

Dummy     She did not believe in miracles. She said if she saw Jesus walking on the water she would throw him a lifebelt.

Silence.

Joan     He’ll have to wait. If I cant find the money – he’ll have to vanish and leave us alone. What else can he do? He wont do anything that will draw the attention of the authorities. But then there wont be a pass. Or couriers to take you over the border. You cant go back to the streets and shoplooting. Your luck will run out. You must stay here. I earn enough to keep two. But what life is that for you? You’ll pass your best years in a cellar. You’ll grow old quickly. You wont speak. You wont want to. There’ll be nothing to say. (Pause.) You’ve changed since this morning. What did he say to you?

Dummy     He said he was wicked.

Joan     Did he use that word?

Dummy     It was clear. He is an evil man.

Joan     Is there a special language of evil?

Dummy     It was what he did not say. My grandmother said the language of evil is silence.

Joan     He said horrible things to me. We must not be unfair to him. He tries to help. Where did you meet him?

Dummy     He saw me looting shoes in a shop. He followed me. I had to give him the shoes. But they were too small. He sent me back for another pair.

Joan     You still live in the past.

Dummy     My grandmother said only dead people live in the past. She screamed terrible curses to the soldiers. It was magnificent. They shot her.

Joan     One day the –. (Stops.) Someone is upstairs.

She goes to the stairs. Waits a moment. Jack comes on to the top of the stairs.

Joan     Why’re you here? You said –

Jack     Sooner it’s sorted the better.

Joan     How did you get in?

Jack comes down the stairs. Goes into cellar.

Jack     Yer ain got it. See from yer face.

Joan     I lied at the bank. I told them I wanted the deposit for a house.

Jack (snort)     Yer give details a’ the property a’ course!

Joan     I said it was a preliminary enquiry. I needed to see if I was credit-worthy. He said he –

Jack    ’Oo said – the manager?

Joan     An assistant manager. The manager was at an area development conference. I was glad. You cant expect to walk in and be seen. He’d have turned me down. An appointment is necessary. You have to give me more time.

Jack     In my part a’ the world time ran out before clocks was invented.

Joan     How did you get in? I double-lock the door now.

Jack     Yer ’ad the ’ole afternoon ’n yer come back empty-’anded! Waste it on chattin t’ ’n assistant manager!

Joan     Yes empty-handed! What else did you expect?

Jack (to the Dummy)     Tell ’er she cant muck me about! – I put my neck on the line for ’im!

Jack takes out the pass.

Joan     The pass? (To the Dummy.) He’s brought your pass! Your new life! Your freedom! (To Jack.) Thank you! I didnt believe I could trust you. I will find the money. But I have friends. They must help me! There are resistance groups. I saw pamphlets at a friend’s house.

Jack (puts the pass in his pocket)     I am the resistance group.

Joan     No – proper organisations that help people for good reasons. O I didnt mean to disparage you. But you said yourself –. (Breathes heavily for a few moments.) If you take his pass away you might as well cut out his heart. I followed you one night in my car. I know where you live. Since then I’ve driven by several times. I know the people who come to your house.

Jack     Yer surprise me.

Joan     I pretended to be a Muslim woman. I wore a scarf.

Jack     Yer astonish me.

Joan     I’ll do whatever I need to protect my friend. You can tell your friends to wait. When he’s in the North he’ll earn. He wont be like the others. He’ll send you money for my sake. I’ll be here as your hostage. If that wont do I’ll take it further. He’s broken the law – so have you. I’ll go to the army.

Jack     You’re there now. I am the army.

Joan     You’re what?

Jack     The army. A modest part. They pay me. They supplied the pass. They sent me ’ere t’day. (Takes out mobile.) Report in every ’our when I’m on a job. They like t’ know I’m safe. (Taps in code. Puts mobile away.) I could ’ave a squad round ’ere in ten minutes. Yer can forget the army. They ain bother us. Worry about me. Yer both in me pocket. There ain no couriers. No underground. No route. ’S all spin. The army shut it down years ago. The newspaper photos a’ refugees caught crossin the border – fake. They put ’em out t’ cause panic. Panic is good for public moral. The assistant manager phoned the army soon’s yer left the bank. I’m the world yer live in now. Yer take care a’ me – pleasure me – ’n ’is problem’s solved. I can tell the army I suspect ’e’s got contacts. Keep ’im under surveillance. Drag it out. When they come round – which they’ll ’ave t’ in the end – ’e’s vanish. Your problems ain even started. Yer cant stay ’ere even when yer get the money. Yer a criminal. A public enemy. Yer life this far’s come to its end. Yer got two choices. ’N army cell or be a citizen a’ the streets. Yer choose the streets. Yer got me t’ guide yer. If yer dont learn fast yer’ll end in the gutter. Dead. Yer think it dont ’appen? I see it. The dogs walk pass ’n piss on yer.

Joan     I’d rather go to the army.

Jack     Yer wouldnt. Yer too sensible. – Double-lock the door be’ind me.

Jack makes Joan go in front of him. They go up the stairs. The Dummy Actor takes off his jeans. Under them he wears white boxer shorts. He puts the jeans on the Dummy. He stands by it. He is expressionless. Joan comes down the stairs.

Joan     We’ll go tonight. I have some money. I drew out all I had today. It’ll keep us for a while. I’ll cover my head again.

Dummy     We stay here.

Joan     He’s taking over our lives. We must go.

Dummy     We stay.

Joan (despair)     I cant argue. (Goes. Stops at the foot of the stairs.) We cant stay! It doesnt make sense. I’m so tired. Today’s been longer than the rest of my life.

Joan goes out up the stairs. The Dummy Actor takes the knife from a slip pocket in his T-shirt. He is expressionless. He polishes the knife on the cloth. He looks at the blade. He polishes it again. He puts the knife in the pocket of the Dummy’s shirt. He goes back to his usual place.

Five

Night. The Dummy is in the chair.

Joan comes down the stairs. A scarf covers her hair. She holds a lighted torch.

Joan     Are you awake? I couldnt sleep. I cant even switch the light on. The army may be watching. Or perhaps everything he said was a lie to get more money? We must go as soon as it begins to be light. Not together. It’d look suspicious. If the army doesnt watch the house the neighbours will. I’ll wear the scarf. There’s a cap and mac upstairs for you. You go first. Wait for me at the coach station. I’ll leave half an hour after you.

Dummy     Mnches. Mnches. Vczxq bzcvxc.

Joan It’s better I dont tell you where we’re going. We’ll be safe in the country with my friends. (She sits on the box.) I took you in. Now I have an obligation to you. I wont abandon you. If you got to the North it wouldnt be different. The North will become what we are. Everywhere will. I know that now. When you’re not free you lose everything. I’m an immigrant in my own country. This house is my prison. This is the last night I’ll spend in it. I was so proud of my little flat. Now I long to leave. I was proud of my job. Yet I was afraid to read the papers that passed through my hands. The things you told me haunt me. I cant get the pictures out of my head. You dont answer. It doesnt matter. We’ll talk all day when we’re away from here.

Silence.

Dummy     Mvacds brads navzcs resdfa. Bacxad gfsda vavsda fgdwg mvanavczx. Nabcxvxas hgweads dfasczxs.

Joan     I dont understand.

Dummy     Barcaxzsd bavzcsd vacxdsf vxaczds vbzvcx bcaxzs bvacan bvag mar dsf. Manxvw nancs bxv das. Mabbvsc bavcxads vzcxbvc –

Joan     You know I cant speak your language.

She stands. She goes slowly to the Dummy. Stares down at him.

Dummy    – mbaczad xaesdwq wasd cav decfs afsadwgers naeds fads adzxsv. Gav manxvcaf –

Joan     You poor poor…

Dummy    – mabsvd acsvac vczxdafs dafs czx… bvacan bvagchreus bvacan bvag brasdghes…

Joan (gently shaking the Dummy)     You frighten me. Wake up. We have to go in the morning. We have to arrange it now.

Dummy     Hshdavca brazxcgzca brs chavsa hadfs czxa –

Joan     Wake up! Please. Help me! (Shakes the Dummy violently.) I cant go on like this! I cant go through any more! (She hits the Dummy’s face.) Wake up! Why doesnt he –! You cant be asleep! Wake up! Why cant you wake up? Walk! (Tries to make the Dummy walk.) Walk! If you walk you must wake up! Walk! Try! (The Dummy falls down.) Get up! We’ll be here when the soldiers come! Is that what you want? Who are you? I know nothing about you! I have to run out of my house like a criminal! Then you take it over! Work for the army! Do that man’s filthy work! (Slides the Dummy along the floor with a kick.) Move! (She walks to the other side of the cellar.) Walk! March! Didnt they teach you to march in the army? Or just to kill the innocent?

Dummy (screams in his sleep)     Brach! Brach.

Joan     Murder! Knife your family!

Dummy (screams in his sleep)     Brach! Brach! Brach!

Joan     You’re warped! Warped! The things you did’ve warped you! Get up! The people you killed cant! What are you screaming for? Celebrating?

Dummy (screams in his sleep)     Brach! Brach!

Joan (walks further away from the Dummy)     He’s still asleep! What have I done? O god.

Dummy (screaming in his sleep)     Brach! Brach!… (Quieter.) … grdsvo nevcs…

The Dummy’s screams die away. Joan sits. Silence.

Joan (low)     I’ve killed him. (Turns to stare at the Dummy.) If you shock sleepwalkers you kill them. He didnt wake when I shook him. Why – why did I do …? It was like shaking a stone. He wasnt asleep. It was a trauma. Coma. I’m too scared to go to see if he’s dead. What shall I do if he is? (To the Dummy.) Help me! I cant sit here and wait till –! O god I shall die in this house.

Dummy     Bvacan bvag.

Joan (looks across at the Dummy)     Thank god. (Pauses. Goes to the Dummy.) Did you hear what I said? Dont wake up. Let me speak first – tell you. I said you betrayed people. I hit you. (She kneels by the Dummy.) Forgive me. Everyone has anger in them now. It’s like black pus. It’s because we’re afraid. No –. You killed your parent. You confessed. Now I’ll confess to you. I attacked you because I’m jealous of your innocence. It was the last pus coming out of me. Now I’m as innocent as you. Pure. I’ll sit with you till you come round. Sh – I’m not going to hurt you. (She takes the knife from the Dummy’s pocket.) This is the knife you killed your parent with. The wound hasnt healed in you. You sleep but you dont rest. Your coffin is inside you. You sleep in it. In the morning you get up. But you dont wake up. This morning will be different. When it’s light we’ll go away. I’ll always be with you. I’ll do whatever you want. You’ll wake. I’ll give you a new life.

Six

The Dummy Actor sleeps in the chair. The Dummy lies where it was left on the floor by the chair. Joan sits on the box.

Silence. The Dummy Actor puts his hand to his pocket.

Joan     You’re awake.

Dummy     Where is it?

Joan     I couldnt wake you last night.

Dummy     You have taken it.

Joan     You were in a coma.

Dummy     I’m sorry I frightened you. Please may I have my knife?

Joan     It’s almost midday. I wanted us to leave when it was light.

Dummy     Leave?

Joan     You dont need to take anything. I’ve put out a cap and a mac. What were you trying to tell me in your dream? You spoke to me in your language.

Dummy     I never dream.

Joan     I’ll go with you. I cant let you go on your own now I know you have these attacks.

Dummy     They are nothing. Sometimes it happens. That is all. I want my knife.

Joan     No.

Dummy     It is my wish. It is my knife.

Joan     You’ll harm yourself. That man will drive you to it –

Dummy     No.

Joan     How can you say that?

Dummy     I want my knife. I have told you. I am nothing. Nobody. One day I could forget what I have done. Then I am this nothing with no past. The knife is to tell me who I am. It is my pass to myself.

Joan     I understand. You can have it when we’re in the country. When we’re at peace. Not now. You could get angry and attack that man with –

Dummy     You do not understand. It is a special thing to me. My mother gave it to me.

Joan     Gave it – ? But you said – (She stops.)

Dummy     Yes. (Half pause.) That is also true.

Jack comes down the stairs.

Jack     Got it?

Joan     How could I? I told you I need time.

Jack     Ain no time.

Joan     But I –

Jack     No!

Joan     Then you’ll get nothing. The army wont pay you much for betraying us.

Jack     Yer stupid bitch! Yer insult every word I say! Yer stupidity’s an insult to my intelligence! Yer think I’d let yer go just because yer coughed up? Yer wouldnt reach the end a’ the street. I’d count the dosh – then bomb yer with the army! (To the Dummy.) She still dont get it! Tell ’er! I’m a swindler! I double-cross everyone! Thass why the army uses me! They give me a medal if they could think up a name nasty enough for it! I tol’ yer – yer was finish the moment yer took ’im into the ’ouse! Yer stupid bitch!

Jack goes towards the stairs.

Dummy     No!

Jack (still going. Ironic)     What? – yer suddenly remember yer got a stash a’ cash somewhere? (Stops. A slight possibility.) Yer ain, ’ave yer? (Realises.) No – yer ain! The army’ll be ’ere in ten minutes.

Dummy     She has taken my knife.

Jack     What?

Dummy     She has taken –

Jack     I dont intervene in domestic disputes.

Dummy     It was the knife I have to kill my parent.

Jack (eyebrows. Breathes out softly)    … Yer kill yer parent?

Dummy     I was a boy.

Jack     Give it ’im. Let ’im ’ave it if ’e want it. – Parent? Which one?

Joan     He doesnt tell anyone that.

Dummy     My mother.

Joan (quick pause. Nausea and fear)     God.

Dummy     We had come to too much pain. It was time to end it. They kill my father.

Jack    ’Oo did?

Dummy     The others.

Jack     Yer mates? – they kill yer father?

Dummy     They were not my mates till later. When it was after.

Jack (mechanical chuckle)     ’Is mates kill ’is father? (Drily.) What a giggle.

Dummy     I did not see it. I was in a shock. Sometimes that is better. I would like to have my knife now.

Joan     You have an emotional disease. I cant put a knife in your hands.

Dummy     It is my comfort.

Joan     You’ll never be well while you cling to it. (To Jack.) The whole world cant be given over to cruelty. Let me take him away. You see how he suffers. His dead parents are still lying at his feet! My god if he moved he’d stumble over them. The world’s full of suffering people waiting for you to torment! Their state is worse than his. Doesnt that excite you? Give you your itch? Hurt them. I dont care about them. Yes I’m a bitch! I only care for what I can see. For what’s mine. Give him to me and let me care for him. You can afford to lose one victim.

Dummy     That is kind. I am grateful that you say these nice things. But I will not go with you.

Joan     Why not? If he lets you – if he’s human enough or I pay him –

Dummy (to Jack)     I will not go with her. I will go with you. That is what I have chosen.

Joan     With – ? The army will shoot you.

Dummy     There will be no army. (To Jack.) You will not work for army any more. You give all that up. We go away. You are a clever man. You know where it is safe to hide.

Jack    ’E ain lost ’is knife. ’E’s lost ’is marbles.

Dummy     You will live another way now.

Jack     Me go with you?

Dummy     It is a good idea. For the best.

Jack    ’E’s mad.

Dummy     It is different that is all. It will take you a little time to be used to it.

Jack     Is this a proposition? Yer got the cash – not ’er? The deviousness a’ these wogs! What figure ’re we talkin? – exact and when. I live again! Me cup floweth over.

Dummy     I have nothing. I will not sponge on you. When we are away I will loot the best shops for our daily bread –

Jack     Yer little perisher! Yer waste me time – yet stand there ’n brag yer con me! ’E’s like an idiot ’oo thinks ’e’ll gain time by teachin the ’angman t’ tie knots. Yer worse ’n ’er! If I ’ad the knife I’d stick it in yer more times ’n a dartboard ’as ’oles!

Dummy     When we are away you will see –

Jack    ’E means it! O god I cant stand these nutters! Get out a’ my road! Yer ought ’a be exterminated at birth.

Dummy     Wait!

Jack     Chuck it!

Dummy     Wait! Wait!… (Joan and Jack stare at him. Half loud:) Brach. Brach. Grdsvo nevcs… There are soldiers. My mother says ‘Me.’ I am standing before her. I hold knife in my hand. I look at her. Soldier takes knife from me. Now. He takes it. My hand is empty with nothing. He kill my father with knife. In the heart. I do not see this. I look at my mother. Soldier put knife back in my hand. I do not see it. I see nothing till now. Now I see it for first time. My knife has killed my father too. (To Joan.) That is why I do not dream. When I sleep I look where it is too deep to dream. It is too deep to wake me.

Jack    ’E’s ’oldin a bloody seance!

Dummy (to Jack)     You help me already. I knew it would be. To see is like a good confession. I shall be well now. We go today. It will be – you would say severe? – but magnificent.

Jack (to Joan)     Yer mad ’cause yer shack up with ’im. I’m gettin out!

Jack starts to go.

Dummy     Do not bring too many clothings. Too much is not necessary. My grandmother say if you bring the cross, the nails come with it.

Jack (at the top of stairs. Screams)     Shut up! Stop ’im! (Dashes down the stairs. Goes into the cellar.) Give ’im ’is knife!

Joan     No!

Jack     I’ll bloody get the –

Jack roughly body-searches Joan. She does not resist. Nothing. He steps back.

Joan (low, through her teeth but not whistling)     You can have everything else but you wont get that.

Jack (wipes his forehead)     She’s ’id it. The bitch. I know where they ’ide things. I’ll take the place apart. I’ll dig up the street!

Dummy (calm)     It is not necessary. I dont want it now I have remembered. I am so happy. If you find it please give it to charity.

Jack stares at the Dummy Actor. He raises an arm and then points at him. He is going to speak. Instead he goes out up the stairs.

Joan     It was true?

Dummy     That he –

Joan     Concerning your parents?

Dummy     One cannot make up such things. One forgets. Then if one is lucky one remembers.

Joan     He thinks the game you’re playing is so clever he cant understand it. He’ll go to a café to get himself together. Then he’ll come back with his thugs. We must go.

She goes out upstairs. After a few moments she returns. She carries a mac and cap.

Put these on.

Dummy     You dont understand. I have told you –

Joan     You’re not serious? You cant be so stupid. He’ll drink half his coffee then call his mercenaries – his killers – and come back here to get you!

Dummy     It may be! I cannot be sure.

Joan (slight pause)     You’d go with him if he said you …? He’s wicked.

Dummy     I have killed my parent.

Joan     Forced.

Dummy     There may be reasons for his wickedness.

Joan     Shut up! I will not listen to this holy claptrap! He’s evil! A butcher!

Dummy     I cannot disappoint him. It will cost him a hard struggle. It is not easy for him to give up his work – his connections to –

Joan     You broke into my house. I listened to you. Pitied you. Took you in. I grovelled to that disgusting man. I gave up everything. Made myself a criminal. I dont know what will happen to me. I offer to go with you. And you choose that evil filth!

Dummy     Yes it is strange.

Joan     Why? You think I couldnt manage? I’d abandon you when it’s difficult?

Dummy     No – you are an efficient lady –

Joan     Even if I did – it would still be better to die with me than prosper with that evil thing.

Dummy     I did not wish to make you trouble. If I knew I would not have broken your window –

Joan     Window! Window! You broke my life!

Dummy     I have crossed a frontier. Perhaps many people must cross it. It is between where I am now and all other places. The disturbance – would you say turmoil or turbulence? – I have brought to your life has made you strong –

Joan     I will not be patronised by a warped aberration! You’re dangerous!

Dummy     If I do not go with him I must kill myself.

Joan (throws the cap and mac at him)     Put those on. I’ll wait upstairs.

She goes out up the stairs. The Dummy Actor strips the jeans and shirt from the Dummy. He dresses himself in them. He goes back to his usual place.

Seven

The Dummy lies by the chair where it was left. The Dummy Actor is in his usual place. The mac and cap lie untouched on the floor.

Joan comes down the stairs. She wears a headscarf. She carries a lighted torch.

Joan     Why hasnt he come? I watched the street all day. He’s preparing something terrible. (She turns the empty box upside down. Shakes it.) If I could have paid him. (She stares at the Dummy.) He’s in his coma again. He’s a corpse with something. (Picks up the Dummy. Shakes it.) Wake up! (Drops the Dummy. Goes back to the stairs.) They’re conspiring behind my back. He meets them when I’m at work. (She takes out the knife.) I will be calm. (Counts the steps as she treads on them.) One. Two. Three. Four. Immigrants. (Stops.) That’s why they come here. Aliens. They want to take my house. Take our land. Loot the food from our stores. He doesnt work for the army. The army works for him. (Goes back to the cellar.) You killed your father and mother. That’s easy! It’s an offence against nature! It’s harder to kill strangers! That’s an offence against their community! They stick together! I’m alive after all your plots and schemings!… I watched all day… You’re evil! (She moves the knife over the Dummy as if searching for a place to stab. Goes back to the stairs.) You must be calm! Try! I am calm! (She walks up and down the stairs.) Seven. Six. Five. Four. Four. I counted four! Five. Six. He’s a suicide bomber. I must escape from the house. I cant. His soldiers are on the street. They’re not soldiers. They’re terrorists. He’s keeping me hostage! Two. Three. Five. Three. Five. Where’s four? There’s a step missing! (Counts frantically in silence.) He’s stolen a step! He cant! You were standing on them! They’re stealing my house bit by bit! They came to drive me out of my house! They’re driving me out of my mind! One. Two. All day – I watched all. Three. No four! (Goes back to the Dummy.) You steal the ground from under my feet! (Goes to the stairs.) Missing! (Goes back to the Dummy.) Confess! (Stabs the Dummy.) Wake up! (Stabs.) Wake up! (Stabs.) Wake up! He wont! He’s in his coma! (Stabs.) Hiding! It’s a ritual – not coma! (Stabs.) Secret rituals! Deep! He dies so he can set the dead against me!… (She wanders around the room.)… the mice come out of the skirting to play leapfrog and eat each other… (She picks up the Dummy. Drags it behind her.) They come here… follow you in the streets… they used to be our streets… (Turns to face the Dummy – dragging it as she backs away from it.) Go away! Stop it! Following me! Following! Stalking! Go away! (She drops the Dummy. Goes to stairs. Counts them silently – jabbing her finger.) Missing! Missing! (Goes back to the Dummy.) Confess! Confess! (She stabs the Dummy. Stamps on it. Rips. Slashes. Tears.) Wake up! Slice the sleep off your face! Cut it out of your eyes! Shred your tongue! Cut the vrgs kvricks blotch blotch off it! (The Dummy is destroyed. The stuffing explodes and spills out. Long strips of yellow plastic rubber two or three inches wide scatter and litter the floor.) Get up! (She pulls off her headscarf. Rips it. Slashes it.) Hraxczsvzc! Bratschwig! Wroksccxvs! Tell your grandmother! (Headscarf.) It’s hers! (Rips and slashes.) She’s here! All coming here! (Slashes.) Get rid of the evil! Where is it? (She searches the strips and rags.) Evil! Wickedness? Where? (She drops the knife. She sits in the chair. She fiddles with strips hanging from her hands.)… I gave you everything to… I would have taken care of you… I was happy… I watched the sky through the window… all day long… I became pure… innocent… you are warped… evil… (She stands. Searches the strips and rags.)… Where?… Where?… Where is the evil? (She kneels. Stares at a strip. Twists it on the knife, screws the knife in it.) His evil is everywhere. His shadow smells of it. (She stands. The chair falls on its side. She collects strips.) I must show the people what I’ve done. (Collecting pieces. They roll from her hands.)… Hang his body in the window… (She goes up the stairs. Strips trail after her.)… Show them they’re free now… The soldiers will see. (Quavering like a child.) They’ll punish me… Must hide it. (Goes back to the cellar. Collects strips and rags. Tries to stuff them in the box. They spill.) Hide it. Hide it.

She collects a few more strips. She is deliberate and does not rush. She sees the overflowing box. The pieces in her hand fall to the ground. She goes to the box. Treads the lid down with her foot. Wanders to the stairs. Looks back. The debris is more scattered than it was before she collected it. She sees a strip. Goes to it. Picks it up. Drops it in the box. Walks – almost drifts – up the stairs and goes out.

Eight

The floor littered as before. The chair on its side. The Dummy Actor in his usual place.

Jack comes down the stairs. Stops halfway.

Jack     Why’ve I come? ’E’s got somethin on me. Must ’ave. Found out somethin the army ain even got on file. (Sits.) Everyone ’as their worse secret. Someone find that out they can screw blood out yer wallet. ’E thinks ’e’s on to mine. (Thinks.) Some murder I forgot? Some kid? Some decrepit ol’ bastard ’oo stuck ’is nose in?… Is that why I come? (Stands.) Get it sorted. Settle it. (He stands. Goes into cellar. Stares at debris. Goes back to stairs. Sits.) ’Er. She got ’ere first. It’s a relief yer dead. I can talk t’ yer easier. Yer almost got me. Last night I thought I’d chuck it in. Go with yer. Get the pack a’ khaki-shites off me back. Teach yer t’ survive. Is that what yer wanted? Needed? (Finds a strip dropped on the stairs. Picks it up. Stares at it. Drops it.) The dead ’ve got their proper place – a grave or where their ash is spent – even the wind or sea – where they belong by right – their ’ome. Must yer die before yer can enter the ’uman race? (Silence. Strikes his knuckled fist on the stair. Silence.)… Stupid. It wouldnt last. Couldnt stand ’is voice. I’d flat ’im in a week. (Pause.) I never turned t’ crime out a’ weakness. I ’ad a different reason. Hope. (He stands. Goes into the cellar. Moves debris with his foot. Searches aimlessly.) Why? Why? Why? (Sets the toppled chair upright. Moves a strip with his foot.) Why?

He picks up the box. Turns it upside down. It empties. He glances inside it. Puts it down. He goes towards the stairs. His shoe strikes the knife. It rattles a little way along the floor. He picks it up. Feels the blade with his thumb. Puts it in his pocket. Goes out up the stairs.

Nine

The Dummy Actor walks into the debris. Looks down at it. Half moves a strip aside with his foot. Then another.

Dummy Actor     Brdriczs… Brdriczs… Brdiczs.
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First Picture

A small living room on the second floor of a converted block of flats. Table and some chairs. The wall is largely covered in coloured crayon drawings. They suggest a child’s work. A door leads to a communal staircase. Another door leads to a bedroom. When the door is open part of a bed may be seen. The single window is covered in thick net and there are heavy curtains. The curtains are open and the net closed.

Billy sits on a chair at the table. He draws. Beside him there are sheets of blank and filled paper. Boxes of crayons. Alice stands at the side of the window and looks out. From time to time she briefly edges the net aside to see more clearly.

Billy (drawing)    Why’re you at the window? (No answer.) What are you looking at?

Alice     Do your drawing.

Billy (sing-song)    Tell me – tell me – tell me.

Alice     Draw me the jungle with the wild animals. That’s a good drawing … (Her voice trails away.)

Billy     What’re you looking at?

Alice     Nothing.

Billy     Then why you looking? You’ve been looking ages. Tell me – tell me –

Alice     A soldier at the bus stop.

Billy     What’s he doing?

Alice     Waiting.

Billy     For a bus?

Alice     Draw the sea. You’re good at that.

Billy     You said draw the jungle. I shall put big trees in. The people are giants but the trees are bigger than them. Who’s with him? (No answer.) Who’s with the soldier?

Alice     He’s escorting.

Billy     O. (Draws.) What’s escorting?

Alice     He has a prisoner.

Billy starts to leave the table.

Alice     Stay there.

Billy goes towards the window. Alice stops him.

Billy     Let me. I’ll be careful. I’ll look through the curtain.

Alice     Go back to your drawing.

Billy     Dont want to draw! Draw all morning! (Warning.) I’ll get in a state. I’ll get my hiccups. Dont want that! It’s nasty! Please!

Alice     Dont touch the curtains.

Billy (looking down through the window)     O yes. A soldier at the bus stop. He’s got a gun. Why’s she in uniform? She’s a prisoner not a soldier.

Alice     He’s got more buttons.

Billy     And she hasnt got a gun.

Alice     You’ve had a look. Sit down and finish your drawing. I’ll make some tea in a minute.

Billy goes back to the table. Draws in silence.

Billy     I’m drawing the lion now. (Draws.) I’m getting on. (Draws.) Why’re you still watching now you’ve seen? You’ve been watching ever so long. (Draws.) It’s only people at a bus stop.

Alice     I thought I’d seen her somewhere.

Billy     The prisoner? (No answer.) Before today?

Alice     Yes.

Billy     Had you? (No answer.) Have I seen her?

Alice     No.

Billy     I could have seen her down in the street. (Draws.) Going somewhere.

Alice     You’d remember. You’ve got good eyes.

Billy     Where did you see her?

Alice     I dont know.

Billy     You must – you must – you must! Tell me – tell me – tell me –

Alice leaves the window in agitation.

Billy     You must remember!

Alice (calming herself)     I thought I’d seen her. (She looks out of the window again.) I was wrong.

Billy     Then why’re you still looking?

Alice (leaves the window)     Show me your drawing.

Billy     Shant! I cant look out of the window. You never let me look out when I want. I shant let you see my drawing. It’s a good one.

Alice     You might be seen –

Billy     I’d be careful.

Alice    – then there’d be trouble.

Billy     Dont care.

Alice     Let me look at your drawing.

Billy     No and it’s my best drawing ever. I’ve put birds in the nest. (Draws.) She looks like you.

Alice     What?

Billy     The prisoner looks like you.

Alice     She doesnt! – Why d’you say that?

Billy     Cause it’s true. Only she’s old. Ever so. I’ll draw her like a witch. Will the soldier shoot her with his gun?

Alice     Dont be silly.

Billy     He might if he gets fed up waiting for the bus. She’s cried a lot. It’s washed all her face away but left the dirt. She hasnt cried for a long time.

Alice     You’re talking nonsense.

Billy     I’m not. I can tell. (Draws.) Where d’you think you saw her?

Alice     Not answering any more stupid questions.

Billy     Shouldnt have secrets. They’re bad. You dont like it when I have secrets. Shall I look to see if she’s still there?

Alice     No.

Billy     The bus’ll go away for ever.

Alice     What does that mean?

Billy     If the bus takes her away you wont see her again. If the bus comes back it wont be the same bus. The windows will be empty. You could go down and ask her if she’s met you. I expect she’d tell you.

Alice     She hasnt met me.

Billy     I’m drawing you being gobbled up by a crocodile. It hasnt eaten for weeks so it’s making a good meal of you. Your legs are dangling out its mouth. Your face is all ugly cause you’re screaming. You look like the lady in the street. (Draws.) She’s been standing there a long time. If she stands much longer she’ll fall down. The soldier should let her sit. (Draws.) They were there ages and ages ago when I had breakfast.

Alice     You looked!

Billy (smug)     When you were in our other room.

Alice     How many times must I tell you! You’re not to go to the window when I’m not here!

Billy     No one sees me. I’m careful. I dont touch the curtains.

Alice     One day you’ll forget! People will know you’re here!

Billy     Dont care! Dont care! (Cries.)

Alice     You will when they take you away! No good crying then!

Billy     Dont like it here! Dont like you! (Crying.) Why cant I go out? I want to play in the street! If you let me play in the street I’d get better! You never let me do anything. Never never never. You never take me shopping. You put nails in the window so I cant open it. Will I never get out?

Alice     Stop it! Stop it! – Billy I cant go through all this this morning.

Billy (grates his teeth)     I’ll break the window!

He sulks in silence.

Alice     You’ve got your drawing.

Billy     O yes I’ve got my drawing. That’s what you always say: you’ve got your drawing. Dont like drawing.

Alice     You do. You draw lovely things.

Billy (stares at a drawing)     … Yes … But I’d like to see real things. That’d be nice. They wont take me away will they?

Alice     No.

Silence.

Billy     You could go down and ask her her name. Then when I draw her I’ll put a little bubble in her mouth and she says ‘My name is –.’ But I dont know what to put. The drawing’ll be spoilt.

Alice     You’re not allowed to speak to prisoners.

Billy     She might speak to you.

Alice     Prisoners arent allowed to speak.

Billy     She might to you because you look like her. If you went down and walked past you could have a good look at her. Then you’d see.

Alice     The soldier wouldnt let me.

Billy     Why?

Alice     You’re not allowed to look at prisoners. D’you want a biscuit with your tea?

Billy     You could take a chair down.

Alice     What?

Billy     The old prisoner could sit on it. Then you could have a good look. Sometimes I draw an eye and put everything in it. It’d hurt really but it’s good.

Alice     Prisoners arent allowed to sit.

Billy     The soldier could sit on it. You could say: O excuse me I didnt know prisoners arent – then the soldier could sit on it – as you’d brought it down. I should think he’d like to sit. He’s been standing since I had my breakfast.

Silence. He makes a few marks on his drawing.

Chocolate digestive please.

Alice     Would you behave if I went down?

Billy     O yes I’d get on with my drawing ’cause it’s really good.

Alice     I’d only be gone a minute. That’s all it’d take.

Billy     Well anyway I expect you’re not allowed to take chairs down. I should think that’s forbidden. I bet soldiers like standing.

Alice     Perhaps I met her once. If I saw her close to I’d –. It’ll stay on my mind if I dont know.

Billy     I’ll squiggle all over the paper – squiggle her out. Gone – gone – gone. (Holds up page.) Look. Now you dont have to go down.

Alice     I’ll only be gone a minute.

Billy     She doesnt look like you. I made that up! And you fell for it! (Laughs.)

Alice     You promised to behave.

Billy     You’re not allowed to speak to prisoners. Or to look at them. Not allowed to go near.

Alice     I’m just taking a chair for the soldier.

Billy     No no! Don’t go! If you go I’ll get lost!

Alice     You cant get lost in two little rooms.

Billy     I can! I can! I get lost in my head! You dont understand! Dont go! O dear! (Sobs.) I’m naughty! It’s my fault! I shouldnt have said about the chair. (Wail.) The soldier wont let you come back! He frightens me!

Alice picks up a chair.

Billy (panic)     No no! Dont! Dont!

Alice (steady)     What am I supposed to do? If I dont go, in a minute it’ll be ‘Go – go – go.’ When the bus takes her away: ‘Why didnt you go?’ You never stop.

Billy     I cant help it! I dont want to be like I am!

Alice     Dont spoil your drawing.

Billy    ’Spoilt! ’S all wet! Your fault!

Alice     I’ll come straight back. Lock the door. Dont open it to anyone.

Billy     O dear. O dear.

Alice     When I come back I’ll make the tea and biscuits.

Alice goes out and shuts the door. Billy locks it. He hesitates between his drawing and the window.

Second Picture

Street. A few passing cars. A Soldier and a Prisoner. He wears work fatigues and a beret. His rifle is slung on his back. He is tired and bored. The Prisoner is old. Her grey hair is shorn. Her head and thin face are skull-like. The reddish bone seems to shine through the skin and turn her face into a living mask. It is marked with black dry blood. She has no shoes. Her uniform is thin, filthy, torn. Her head is bent down to look at the ground.

Soldier (looks to the side. Calls)     What yer want?

Alice (off)     You’ve been waiting a long time.

Soldier (calls off)     What yer want?

Alice (off)     This service gets worse. You can wait a whole day.

Soldier (calls off. Not over-anxious)     Stay there. No closer.

Alice (off)     There used to be a pull-down bench on the side of the shelter. Vandals took it.

Soldier (calls off)     Whass that chair?

Alice (off)     I live up there. Second floor. I brought the chair for you.

Soldier (calls off)     Why?

Alice (off)     Not right you standing so long. If it’s not allowed I’ll take it back.

Soldier (calls off)     No. Give it ’ere.

Alice comes on. She gives the chair to the Soldier. The Prisoner does not look up.

Soldier     Considerate. (Sits.) Civvies’d pinch the body bags off the dead t’ do their shoppin in.

Alice     The bus service isnt the government’s fault.

Soldier     Yer can go indoors now.

Alice     It’s the bandits. They hold the buses up and break open the –

Soldier     Yeh – now ’op it.

Alice     What’s she done?

Soldier     Dont ask me. I just deliver ’em. Yer’d better go.

Alice     She’s asleep on her feet.

Soldier     No. Keeps ’er eyes down per order. She knows ’ow t’ look when she wants to. Soon looks if she thinks it’s ’er bus. Cant trust none a’ ’em. Sly bitches.

Alice     I dont know why people cause trouble. We’ve got all we want. Why must some take it from others?

Soldier     I’ll leave yer chair in the porch when the bus comes.

Alice     Some people are never satisfied with –

Soldier     Listen. It’s an ordinary day. No sun but nice. I do me job. Yer’ve got yern t’ see to. Go indoors. Not allowed t’ frat on duty.

Alice     I thought while I was down you’d like to –

Soldier     Whass goin on?

Alice     Nothing. I just thought as –

Soldier     I bin watchin yer. Yer been stood at that winder all mornin. I saw yer be’ind the curtain. What yer come down for?

Alice     She’s looking up?

Soldier (stands)     Take yer chair ’n scarper!

Piss runs from the bottom of the Prisoner’s uniform.

Alice     O she’s – the poor –

Soldier     Chriss why did I get involved with –

Alice     She’s wetting herself –

She tries to go to the Prisoner.

Soldier     She’s always pissin ’erself – ’n I ’ave t’ stick the stench a’ the –

Soldier pulls Alice away. The Prisoner stands, pisses and points a long bony arm and finger at Alice.

Alice     She’s pointing at –

Soldier (takes rifle from his back. Violent hiss)     Take yer chair – take yer chair ’n go. (He looks round at the buildings to see who watches.)

Alice     But she’s pointing at – (To Prisoner.) What is it you –?

Prisoner leans forward, tries to take a step towards Alice. Alice starts to leave. She hesitates.

Alice     She’s going to fall on the –

She comes back.

Soldier     Yer chair – take yer –!

Prisoner falls over. Reaches out towards Alice. A car passes.

Alice     Help her! She’s crawling on the –

Soldier     Enough! Enough! That car slowed down – looked out the winder –! Yer’ll git us both in the shit –

Alice (going)     Yes yes – I’m sorry – I didnt want to –

Soldier     Yer chair!

The Prisoner is still on the ground. She grabs hold of the chair.

Soldier     Take yer –! (He tries to drag the chair.) O my god the bitch’s –! Let go –!

The Prisoner clings to the chair, crawling in between the struts. The Soldier drags the chair with one hand. His other hand grips his rifle.

Soldier     Bitch! Bitch!

Alice (coming back)     No no dont drag her on the – her knees are – not to drag her on the –!

Soldier (panics)     What is this! Why wont she –! Let it –! Bitch! (Kicks the Prisoner.) Bitch! Bitch!

Alice (pummelling the Soldier)     Stop it! Stop it! Dont –

Soldier (to Alice)     Yer cant – I’m on duty – cant ’it a – (Bewildered – he can’t get the chair from the Prisoner.) What is this? ’Oo is she? ’Ow can she – ? (He looks up at the buildings. Through his teeth.) Jeesus – thass all I need – witnesses – a bloody audience! (Calls.) Off! Off! Shut yer curtains ’n –. I’ll shoot! (Goes towards the houses.) There’s nothin ’ere! Nothin’s ’appenin! Nothin t’ see! Gawpin shite-’ounds! Shut them curtains! Shut it! O god why do I always get ’em – ?

The Soldier turns to Alice. She is kneeling by the Prisoner trying to make her speak. The Prisoner glares at her through the chair.

Alice (quietly to the Prisoner)     What is – I cant –

Soldier (horrified)     Dont talk! Dont talk! ’S criminal! – worse ’n –! Dont talk! Up! Git up!

Alice     She’s trying to speak! She wants to say –

Soldier (tugging at chair)     Give me the –!

Alice     Let her! Let her be – she’s an old –

Soldier (controlling himself)     Yeh – yeh – calm. Keep it in order. ’S nothin. She fell over. ’It the chair. Normal accident – type a’ thing that – nothin t’ –

Alice     Let her speak – she –

Soldier (outburst)     No! No! (Struggling.) Give me the chair! Or –! (Sees faces in windows.) I tol’ yer t’ – (Goes towards houses. Waves rifle.) Git! I tol’ yer! I got yer numbers! – I know ’oo yer –! I’ll –! (He has frightened them from the windows.) Yeh! Thass it! Stay there! – out a’ sight! (Sees someone at a window.) An’ yer! I know yer be’ind that curtain! Believe me the less yer see the better. (Looks along the houses.) All a’ yer!

Prisoner     Uh – uh – uh – uh –

Alice     I cant – my dear – I cant understand what you – try – try –

Prisoner     Uh – uh – uh –

Alice     My dear – tell me – please – (The Prisoner grasps the chair struts. Alice tries to fondle the back of her hands.) Put your hand through the bars –

Prisoner     Uh – uh –

Soldier (turns. Sees Alice)     She’s kneelin with the –! Up! I cant ’ave that – no thass –. They’re all there. Watchin. Be’ind their bloody winders! Witnessin the –! Yer get us all shot!

Alice (weeping, to the Prisoner)     Tell me – tell me –

Soldier (yells to windows)     Yer all in this. Yer put ’er up t’ the –! I’ll flatten this street with you under it! (Tugs at chair. Rages. To Alice.) ’Old the –! Drag ’er out! Wont shoot! Wont shoot! Nothin’s ’appenin! No inquiry – make – still get it sorted – nobody knows nothin’s ’appen –! (Stamps on Prisoner’s hands.) Bitch! Bitch! (Stops. Looks up.) Is – ? (Steps back.) Thass the –!

Alice (to the Prisoner)     I cant understand –

Prisoner     Uh – uh – uh –

Soldier     Bus! – Thank chriss for –!

He pulls Alice away from the Prisoner. He turns to look down the street towards the bus. The Prisoner stands. Her head is trapped in the broken chair. Her hands reach out to grasp Alice’s head. She draws it towards her. The Soldier goes towards the bus.

Soldier     Chriss! – if ’e sees this – the driver ain stop – not get involve in the – (Yells.) Stop! Stop! Stop! ’S ’n order!

Alice (to the Prisoner)     Forgive me – forgive me – forgive me – I cant help you – I dont know what to –

The bus passes.

Soldier (half follows it)     Stop! Stop! Bastard! I’ll shoot yer blasted tyres off the bloody – no chriss – cant! It’d crash! (His rifle hangs from his hand. Almost tearful.) Useless. Useless. (Half to himself, half to Alice.) There’d be ’n inquiry – the worst thing that could – yer must tell ’em I – (Yells after bus.) Stop! Bastard! ’S round the corner ’n I yell! (Half rehearsing his evidence.) – driver drove on ’n I yell ’im t’ – called upon the driver t’ – (Yells after the bus.) Bastard! Bastard! (Turns to the buildings but turns back to yell at the bus.) Yer’ll be in shit one day ’n want a –

Prisoner (leaning towards Alice)     Uhuhuhuhuhuh –

The Prisoner bites Alice’s face.

Alice     Oach!

Soldier comes back to Alice and the Prisoner. The Prisoner stands, her head still in the chair.

Soldier (to Prisoner)     Down! Down! Look at the ground! (He looks round taking stock.) Right. (To Alice.) You did this. Brought the chair. (Shouts up at windows.) They ain saw nothin! ’Ad no reason to – nothin ’appened! Anyone say otherwise – yer’ll be visit. Not official. Me mates! Own mob. We know when t’ do each other a good turn. (Slings his rifle on his back.) Worse ’n an inquiry. They’ll skin yer alive ’n put it back on backwards. (To himself.) Yeh, yeh … (Glances at the buildings.) Will they listen? (Through his teeth.) Will they ’ell.

Alice has gone off back to her house. The Prisoner stumbles after her. The broken chair clatters to the ground.

Soldier     Thass it!

The Soldier runs off after the Prisoner. He snatches up the pieces of chair as he goes.

Prisoner (off)     Uh – uh – uh – uh –

Off, a shot.

Third Picture

Living room. Billy sits at the table. He draws. The door is unlocked – Alice comes in. She locks the door behind her. She goes to the window. She looks out. Billy goes on drawing for a while.

Billy     I’ve been good. I’ve been drawing a story. Shall I tell you? Look – the man got up one morning. He said ‘Today I’m going to the furthest place in the whole world.’ Which is a long way to go. If our window was ten times bigger – a million million times bigger – you couldnt see the furthest place in the world. Well the man went down the road till he came to a big ditch. He looked over the edge. It was so deep he couldnt see the bottom. He heard the ditch growling and grinding its teeth. Look – I’ve put the teeth in. (Growls.) The man said – I havent thought of his name yet – ‘I’m not going down there. I must jump over the ditch.’ He jumped and the ditch reared up and snapped at him. Snap! Snap! He just managed to reach the other side. It was his lucky day. But he lost one of his two shoes. D’you like the story so far? It’s good isnt it? It gets better. Shall we have our tea and biscuit now? I’ll finish the story first. The man comes to the mountain. It’s so high it’s got a hill on top like a hat. The man has to climb the mountain or he’ll never get to the furthest place. It’s hard work. He’s sweating so hard the sweat rolls off him and gets under his feet. It makes him slide backwards. He keeps going up and down. Having one shoe doesnt help. (Draws.) That’s the skid marks on the side of the mountain. That’s the blobs of sweat. Ugh! That’s good isnt it? It looks as if a great big giant has clawed the side of the mountain with his claws. That’s how he loses his next shoe. Why were you sweaty when you came in? Dont look out the window. Come and see my drawing. You’ll like the story better then. You can see it. Guess what comes next. The man gets to the sea. It’s big. It goes far out and runs away under the sky. The man says I must cross the sea or I’ll never get to the furthest place. He looks round for a boat. The pirates have taken all the boats. That’s the man on the shore. He’s tiny because – O I forgot the forest. I turned the pages too fast. That’s where the man lost his way. He had to ask a – no I wont go back. I’ll show you the forest later. Where’s our chair? Why did the soldier fire his gun? (No answer.) The sea’s the exciting bit. The man says – I’ll think of his name soon – ‘There arent any boats. I’ll walk.’ You cant walk on the water in the bath. There isnt enough water to get started. There has to be a lot. And you cant walk on the water unless you take your shoes off. The man doesnt know that. It’s a secret. That’s why I made him lose his shoes. Dont look out the window. Listen to the story. You’ll feel better. The man walks miles and miles. All day. When he looks round all he sees is the sea. He cant tell which way to walk any more. He could be walking in circles. No boat comes sailing by so he cant ask the sailors. The fish dont know. They go round in circles all the time. He’s lost. I’ve drawn a little dot-thing in the middle of the page. That’s him. I’ll call him Mr Dot. Hello Mr Dot! What happens next is really good. Guess. Try! Mr Dot says ‘I’ll go all the way back and start again.’ So he turns round and follows his footsteps. That’s his footsteps on the water. That’s Mr Dot walking on them. Mr Dot wasnt lost after all! You’ll never guess what happens next. I’ll have to tell you. Whoosh! Woo! Swish! Bang! Wallop! The big black storm comes up. The storm’s the lines. Slash! Slash! The water’s chucked up everywhere. Mr Dot’s thrown up and down. Bouncing like a ball. Then the storm’s fed up with being a storm where it is. It goes off and be’s a storm somewhere else. Mr Dot’s on his own again. He sits up on the water – that’s because the storm knocked him down. He’s glad the storm’s gone. He looks round. The sea’s calm. Flat as a pancake that’s been sat on by an elephant. He gets to his feet. He turns round to go on with his walk. And what does he see? The storm’s washed out his footprints. All of them. Gone. Poor Mr Dot. He’s lost. (Sucks breath through his teeth – ends in a harsh little giggle.) Phew! What a story. The man didnt get to the furthest place in all the world. It doesnt matter. That’s where the storm came from.

Alice goes from the window to the table.

Billy     Look at Mr Dot in the middle of the –

Alice takes the sheet and tears it in half.

Billy     Dont! What’re you doing! Tearing my drawing! Dont! Dont!

Alice tears more drawings. She pulls drawings from the wall and tears them.

Billy     No! No! Leave them! Dont!

Alice     You cant be a child all your life!

Billy     Dont! Dont!

Alice     Help me!

Billy     I’m not a child! They’re my drawings! Not yours! Dont! Dont! Dont!

Alice     Help me!

Billy     No! No! Why! You’re cruel! Wicked!

Alice (tearing drawings)     They must all be torn! Burnt!

Billy     No! Leave them there!

Alice stands on a chair to get the highest drawings.

Alice     Help me! Tear them!

Billy     No! No! Not that one! I like the – No! (He snatches a drawing from her hand.)

Alice     Someone will come. Be sent. There’ll be an inquiry.

Billy     No there wont! You’re making it up.

Alice (tearing)     Because of the chair. If they see the drawings they know you’re here.

Billy     They wont! No one will come!

Alice (tearing)     Burn them. Burn them and put the ashes down the toilet.

Billy     Tell them you did them. I dont mind that. When they’ve gone they’re mine again.

Alice (his signature on a drawing)     I’m not called Billy.

Billy     I’ll rub my name out.

Alice (tearing)     They’re a child’s drawings.

Billy     I’m not a child!

Alice (tearing)     You draw like a child.

Billy     Dont! Dont! Dont! Leave them! Please! They’re all I’ve got for me!

Alice     Help me!

Billy     No! No! Not that one! Please! O please! Is it because I said about the chair? I didnt mean it. You didnt have to do it. My parks and trees and stories.

Alice pulls the drawing from his hand. It tears.

Billy (howls)     Ow! Look what you’ve done! Torn! Torn!

Alice takes the last drawings from the wall. She tears them. She puts the pieces in a bin liner. The bare wall is a utilitarian grey.

Billy (bewildered, mourning)     … why – why – why – why …

Alice     When the inquiry comes you must hide.

Billy     Dont want to hide. Wont.

Alice     And keep very quiet.

Billy     What inquiry – ?

Alice     I told you.

Billy (tearfully)     Where can I hide? There’s nowhere to –

Alice     Under your bed. No one will know you’re there if you’re quiet.

Billy     Will it be like our hiding game?

Alice     Yes. Only this is a real game.

Billy (still tearfully)     I’m good at hiding arent I? You never find me. Remember when I stood on the sideboard. You walked by lots and lots. You couldnt see me. I stood still. I wanted to laugh. I had to push my fist in my tummy to stop. It was fun!

Alice     This time you must be even quieter.

Billy     Wow! What’s a real game?

Alice     When you mustnt lose.

Billy     We’d better practise.

Silence. He sits in his chair. He rocks with excitement. He giggles.

Mustnt! (Rocks.)

Alice     You’ll have to keep still – not –

Billy     Sh! Sh! (Silence. Whispers.) Can I take some drawings under the bed?

Alice     No.

Billy     Whisper. It’s a real game isnt it? When the inquiry’s gone I’ll do the drawings again. All of them. That’ll be a big work. Take ages. I’ll make them even better this time.

Alice (quietly)     Yes.

Billy     Sh! Sh! Why did the soldier shoot his gun? (No answer.) Why are there so many secrets? (No answer.) Where did I come from? How did I get here?

Alice     I thought it was better you didnt know. If you were ever asked you couldnt tell. It would be better for you.

Billy     Yes. (Pause.) I should like to know one day. Then I could draw it.

Silence.

Alice     I found you.

Billy    … Gosh. Where? Tell me.

Alice     In the street. There was a heap of empty cartons on the pavement outside a store. You were in one of them.

Billy     How did I get there? No dont tell me. Let me guess. (Thinks.) Um. It’s hard.

Alice     I heard you in the box. The first sound a mother hears from her child: crying. I walked by. Then I saw a woman watching in a shop doorway. She was waiting to see what happened to you.

Billy (boast)     That was me.

Alice     I went back and took you out of the box. You were wet and cold.

Billy     I’m in a story too like Mr Dot.

Alice     I took you to the shop doorway. It was dark. The woman put out her hand. I thought she was going to take you. She hit me with her fist. Pushed me away.

Billy     O lor’.

Alice     She went to the back of the doorway. Kicking out. Kicking the air. Jabbing with her leg.

Billy     Then? What came next?

Alice     I put you on the floor.

Billy     Wow!

Alice     She came out of the corner. Edged past me. Her back to the wall. She went down the street. Looked back to see if I was following. (Stops as if she has finished.)

Billy     Then what happened?

Alice     I went back to the cartons. They were empty except for strips of the sticking tape they use to seal them. And delivery notes. There was a stain in your box.

Billy     What did the woman in the doorway look like? I’ll put it in my drawing.

Alice (shakes head)     I told you it was dark. She was thin. Her hair was in her face. I remember her kicking the air. She had a black dress – you can put that in the drawing.

Billy     Yes. (Pause. Still whispering.) We’ve practised long enough havent we?

Alice     You must be very quiet when they come.

Billy     Like I am when I sleep.

Alice     More than that. Quieter than you’ve ever been before.

Billy (normal voice)     Yes! I can hear how quiet I’ll be. (Slight pause.) Finish the rest of the story. Why was I in the box?

Alice     I picked you up. Brought you here. I was going to hand you in.

Billy     Where?

Alice     To the authorities. That’s what your mother was supposed to do.

Billy     Why didnt she?

Alice     Perhaps she couldnt.

Billy     If I drew the doorway – and that: the cartons and black dress – one day she might see the picture – I’ll put Billy on it so she’ll know. Why didnt you?

Alice     What?

Billy     Hand me in?

Alice     I meant to. I left it a few days. Then it was too late. I’d’ve been charged with concealment for not handing you in straight away.

Billy     How long ago did the story happen?

Alice     You’re twenty-six.

Billy     Why dont I grow up?

Alice     Because you’ve never left this room.

Billy     I’m going to practise being quiet under the bed. (Goes to door to the other room.) If you hear me shout.

He goes out and closes the door behind him. Alice starts to tear the drawings into smaller pieces.

Billy (off)     Can you hear me being quiet?

Fourth Picture

The living room. The Welfare Officer has just arrived. She wears a grey uniform that might just pass for civilian clothes. She has an office case in which are a recording device and a laptop containing files.

Welfare Officer     We’ll use your table if that’s agreeable.

Alice sits facing the window. The Welfare Officer sits with her back to it. She arranges her laptop and recorder on the table.

Welfare Officer     The procedure is formal but designed to be non-intimidating. Should you not understand anything stop me and I’ll explain. First I record the formalities. (She switches on the recorder.) Welfare Department Inquiry 7PR11 held at the domicile of the examinee Alice Acromby second floor 2376 Goose Green Street London Z02M by Welfare Officer Fourth Class VK74K on 18 July 2077. Ms Acromby do you accept my adjudication in the aforementioned Inquiry? (Switches off recorder.) Say yes if you do. (She switches on the recorder.)

Alice     Yes.

Welfare Officer     I am required to inform you that you may call independent witnesses – though the department sees itself as best able to protect your interests. The incident is described in the report file VYD-74KE. The soldier’s deposition is verified in all relevant respects by independent witnesses. Statements attached. The incident occurred on the street outside this building on 15 July 2077. In the course of the incident the soldier’s tunic (fatigues) sustained three tears. An elderly escortee was shot once. Terminal. No known next of kin. A chair sustained damage. Can you confirm you were the owner of the chair?

Alice     Yes.

Welfare Officer     The chair was deemed unsalvageable. The department does not accept liability for replacement. The cost of repair to the soldier’s uniform falls below the recovery minimum. Accordingly the department lodges no claim for damages. The female escortee had already forfeited her civil rights. I deem the incident to have resulted in no significant material damage. I turn to the question of cause. Are you comfortable?

Alice     Yes.

Welfare Officer     Tell me in your own words what happened.

Alice     The soldier was at the bus stop. He’d been waiting –

Welfare Officer     The time is not material. (She turns off the recorder.) In point of fact it was three hours forty-seven minutes. In the present permanent state of alert passengers are happy to cooperate by waiting patiently. (She switches on the recorder.) The soldier states that you observed him from – it would be this window – for three hours two minutes. (Switches off the recorder.) At a time of unrest when all movements must be monitored three hours forty-seven minutes is not overlong to wait for a bus but (she switches on the recorder) three hours two minutes is a long time to keep watch from a window on a quiet street. You would agree.

Alice     I was just watching.

Welfare Officer     But you went down into the street.

Alice     Yes.

Welfare Officer     Why?

Alice     To take the chair down.

Welfare Officer     In fact the soldier confirms that you entered the street carrying the chair referred to in the opening of this report. Why?

Alice     To offer it to the soldier.

Welfare Officer     Why?

Alice     To sit.

Welfare Officer     Quite so. And it was your judgement he needed to sit?

Alice     I thought he might like to.

Welfare Officer     Why? (Slight pause.) The examinee shrugs her shoulders. Did he appear tired?

Alice     No.

Welfare Officer     Forgive me – then I fail to see why?

Alice     He’d been waiting for –

Welfare Officer     Keep to the point.

Alice     It seemed longer than –

Welfare Officer     Did you feel he was inadequately prepared for escort duties? The department welcomes frank expression of public opinion.

Alice     No.

Welfare Officer     Then …? (Changes tack.) The soldier says you were unknown to him.

Alice     Yes.

Welfare Officer     You had not spoken to or seen him before the incident?

Alice     No.

Welfare Officer     So you took a chair into the street for a soldier unknown to you to sit on while on duty though you did not consider he needed it?

Alice     It was silly.

Welfare Officer     You had noticed the soldier was on escort duty.

Alice     Yes.

Welfare Officer     Did you perhaps know the escortee?

Alice     No.

Welfare Officer     The soldier asserts that the escortee immediately recognised you.

Alice     No.

Welfare Officer     That you held a whispered conversation with her. He was particularly questioned on this point. I am minded to believe him. After all the fact for him was grave. Unauthorised communication with escortees is strictly forbidden. I ask you again. Did this whispered communication take place? You may take your time. Perhaps you will recollect.

Alice     No.

Welfare Officer     You did not kneel to her in the course of it?

Alice     I wanted a – she seemed to be talking – I tried to hear what –

Welfare Officer     And did you?

Alice     No.

Welfare Officer     Nothing – though you knelt?

Alice     She made a noise.

Welfare Officer     Could you say what sort of noise? Noises have meaning. Was the escortee communicating by ‘suggestion’? Even code? The idea will seem risible to a member of the public. It should not. Even eyelids have been used on occasion. The number of blinks is enciphered. Messages of fatal consequence had been passed in even more recherché forms. (No answer.) Could you help me by imitating the noise made? I am trained in ciphering.

Pause.

Alice     Uh uh.

Silence.

What did she do?

Welfare Officer     Beg pardon?

Alice     What offence had – ?

Welfare Officer     Why do you ask?

Alice     Perhaps it would tell me – us – what she was trying – if –

Welfare Officer     I dont see the relevance of –

Alice     What did she do?

Welfare Officer     The details are in another file. I have no access to it. The department’s rescript is limited to the incident. (Silence.) The escortee was an NC7. A minor category of non-aggravating but persistent offenders. More nuisances. Old biddies who roam the streets between public houses throwing bricks at windows – they usually fall short – and lifting their skirts. Sad for the most part. I want to go back to your earlier responses. You agree the soldier was not fatigued. (Pause.) Yes?

Alice     I’m sorry – I didnt realise you wanted an –

Welfare Officer     The prisoner was of course. Fatigued.

Alice     I didnt notice.

Welfare Officer     Yet you were at the window three hours two minutes.

Alice     It’s forbidden to look at prisoners in transit.

Welfare Officer (slight pause)     I’m sure that in three hours two minutes your eyes would have strayed? Even if not till three hours one minute. (Silence.) In any case her exhaustion would have been reasonably assumed. An elderly female convict – let’s call her that – in transit to the PrisCit Blocks – you knew them to be a stop on this bus route – you had seen others escorted there.

Alice     Yes.

Welfare Officer     These people have ways of drawing attention to themselves. Your awareness would have been understandable. The crushed hand from which blood seeped. The soldier reports that some of the blood had become smeared on the base of the column of the halt sign where dogs piss. Not noticed?

Alice No.

Welfare Officer     Criminals are public enemies. They cannot be tolerated. You would agree if you knew the harm and suffering they cause. Pity for them is an insult to the law. It is a conspiracy with the criminal to aid and abet the crime. You see what I am suggesting. You took the chair down to the prisoner out of pity.

Silence. The Welfare Officer opens her case. She takes out a photograph in a transparent cover. It is tagged with a blue strip. She holds it out to Alice.

Welfare Officer     The examinee is shown exhibit 15. Please hold this photograph in your hand. (Alice takes the photograph.) Taken in the morgue – where often even the weariest features compose themselves into an expression of peace. Here not. You see the fatigue. Haggard even. Please hold it steadily so that you may see clearly. Notice the dry blood on her beard. (Uses pencil as pointer.) What you see there are chips of teeth adhering to the surface – perhaps embedded over time. (She takes a magnifying glass out of her case.) This will give you the benefit of forensic exactness. (Alice takes the glass. Looks through it at the photograph.) From the second storey the details might not be noticed. Close to – the position in which you put yourself – they would. What you saw changed your mind. You took the chair down for the soldier. You gave it to the prisoner.

Alice     No.

The Welfare Officer takes a small transparent packet out of her case. It is tagged with a yellow strip. She holds it out to Alice.

Welfare Officer     The examinee is shown exhibit 49. The pathologist removed these hairs from the old woman’s nails.

Alice     What did she do?

Welfare Officer     The hair is from your head.

Alice     What did she do?

Welfare Officer     You are entitled to ask for a DNA confirmation. The department has a policy of avoiding expense in minor inquiries.

Alice     I didnt know her! I couldnt know anyone in that state if I’d lived with them for the whole of my life! Take your photograph off my table where I eat!

Welfare Officer     The examinee shows signs of excitability. Your cheek is scarred. That is where the prisoner bit you.

Alice     Bit! – she tried to kiss me.

Welfare Officer     The soldier has it: (reads) yanked her head down and bit her cheek.

Alice     She tried to kiss me.

Welfare Officer     Why? – if you were two unknowns.

Alice     How long had the soldiers had her? Did they – what did they – ? They gave you a picture of it!

Welfare Officer     If she had been in her right mind she would not have disputed the army’s duty to question her. She cooperated as best she could. Accepted sentence. Her conduct was exemplary till she saw you and became violently agitated –

Alice     What did they do to her hand?

Welfare Officer     You tell me why an old woman – physically stretched under questioning – who frittered away the last chances offered her – en route to the PrisCit Blocks which she certainly knew to be her last journey – would kiss a stranger of whom she knew nothing except that she owned a chair?

Alice     What did she do?

Welfare Officer     If you have no explanation I shall remand you in custody for further questioning. This place will be closed and sealed. I have soldiers waiting downstairs.

Silence.

Alice (flat)     I brought the chair for the soldier. She thought it was meant for her.

Welfare Officer     She saw pity in you. That’s why she kissed you.

Alice     She bit me.

Welfare Officer    … I dont see how you can say that if you maintain …

Alice     She’d forgotten what pity was. She wasnt used to it. I was the only person who didnt hit her. She took that for a sign of kindness. It was the kindness that frightened her. She bit me.

The Welfare Officer stands. She goes to the bedroom door. Opens it. From the doorway she looks into the room. Sees no one there. She turns.

Welfare Officer (reflectively)     ‘Uh. Uh.’ Just the two vocalisations? (No answer. She leaves the door open. Goes back to the table. Switches off the recorder.) D’you mind if I pour myself a tea? (She takes a flask out of her case.) Some people offer but I prefer to drink my own.

The Welfare Officer unscrews her flask. Pours tea.

Alice     What will happen to the soldier.

Welfare Officer     PrisCit. (Sips.) I dislike these visits. The questioning goes nowhere. There’s so much to attend to. The welfare of the young – the aged – the many needy categories. However your explanation is novel. The department will be interested. Perhaps there is a mutation in public sentiment. (She turns on the recorder.) I am minded to bring this inquiry to a close. I deem the soldier to have been mistaken. The escortee did not communicate with the examinee. She had nothing to communicate. The examinee’s excited outburst indicates to me emotional instability. Perhaps brought on by living alone. In all probability it is why she took the chair down to the street. (To Alice.) I shall issue a non-custodial supervision order on your behalf. You will receive regular department visits. It will help you to cope. (She switches off the recorder. Sips.) PrisCit is not what it is in the public mind. The department provides a choice. A tablet or an injection in a friendly clinic. Without cost to the individual or any intimate circle or organisation. Cremation is provided and a short ceremony offered. There is a list of approved readings and musical items. Choices may be ticked. The list is not mandatory. If there is a favourite poem or tune it may be substituted. The official in charge speaks only of the good. The former sadness and bitterness go. Each is given a block of marble resin and a thornless rose bush. The garden of remembrance is landscaped to be a haven of tranquillity. The wardens eat their lunchtime sandwiches there. The department also provides a floral tribute. Personalised floral offerings encourage emotional excess and other vulgarities. They draw attention to the few surviving social inequalities. In death democracy – or where! (Sips.) I’m sure we agree. (Screws top on flask.) I have a busy day! (She packs her case.) You have a second room. Your file has you down as a single. The former administration was slipshod over details. Space is an ecological priority. I’ll reclassify you as a single. I’ll resettle you near the department. It will be convenient. (Taps into laptop.) Not to overlook a bus stop. It’ll take a day or two. Be patient. Shall we shake hands? (Handshake.) The department thanks you for your cooperation.

The Welfare Officer lets herself out through the door to the staircase. She closes it behind her. Alice shuts the bedroom door.

Alice (whispers through the door)     Wait.

She goes towards the window. Stops before she gets to it. Goes to the door to the staircase. Listens. Comes further into the room. Waits.

It’s all right.

The door opens cautiously. Billy looks through the opening.

Alice     She’s gone.

Billy goes to Alice. He puts his arms round her for protection. He is making a mechanical, grating sound of repressed crying.

Billy     Make it stop. Make it go.

Alice     Sh. I must talk to you.

Billy     Dont like her. She smells like my crayons when I spit on them to make them wet. (He still makes the grating sound.) Make it go. Cant stop –

Alice     Sh! Sh!

Billy (hiccupping)     She scares me.

Alice (comforts him)     Sh. Let me think. Sit down.

Billy sits at the table. She sits facing him.

Alice     I must go away.

Billy     I dont like that lady.

Billy gets up and goes to Alice.

Alice     No. Sit. You must listen.

Billy sits.

Alice     I must go away –

Billy     What’s it mean?

Alice     The lady has made an order to … (Her voice trails away.) I must go away.

Billy     Where? Where to?

Alice     Wait. I will – I will write it all down –

Billy     No! No! Why’re you funny! (Realises. Shock.) You mean for ever. (Window.) Like the bus –. You’ll take me with you. You must! Promise!

Alice     It’s not – I cant! The lady –!

Billy     You must! You must! Dont leave me! Cant! I cant be on my own! I’ll get lost! You never let me sing! Cant sing case someone hears! Take me! I wont get in a state! I promise! It’s the drawings! I’ll smash the –! Smash my –!

He breaks his crayons.

All the – all the – (Sees a crayon.) Not the – can I keep the red one I – let me. The rest! All the rest. Look! I’m doing it! All the rest!

Alice watches him. Billy stops breaking the crayons. He has a violent attack of hiccups. Alice doesn’t help him.

Billy     Cant stop. It’s me. I do everything bad. I make it bad for you. That’s why you’re going away. Dont leave me. Why am I different?

Alice     You’re not.

Billy     I am. I know that.

Alice     Yes – but you’re a good boy.

Billy     I want to be a man.

Alice     You will be. You’re going to be good and help me.

Billy     I’m not good. I dont know how.

Alice     Billy I dont choose things. I have to deal with them as they are. You have to do that now. Then you’ll grow up.

Billy     Will I? You promise?

Alice     You cant stay here any more.

Billy (shocked)     I – go – ? (Points to window.)

Alice     I’ll write everything down for you –

Billy     I – you take me –

Alice     No.

Billy     I cant! I cant!

He runs into the other room. Slams the door. He is heard crying. For a moment Alice stares into space. She takes a piece of crayon and paper. Writes.

Billy (off)     Has she gone? (Waits. Sobs.) Gone yet? You’re jealous you cant draw!

Alice writes. The door opens. Billy comes out. Stares at her.

Billy (flat)     I thought you’d gone.

Alice     You must do exactly what it says in the paper. If you get it wrong –

Billy     I do want to be a man.

Alice     I will post a letter. You wait.

Billy     With you?

Alice     I wont be here.

Billy     No – no – dont keep sayin that –

Alice     Sh. When they get the letter some men will come. You must give them an envelope.

Billy     Will they know where you are?

Alice     Give them the envelope. They will know what to do. They’re used to it. You must give them the envelope. If you dont it’ll be very bad. It has their money.

Billy     I cant. It’s too hard.

Alice     Keep to what’s written. The men will go away. Make sure you eat and wash. The next day – or the one after – a man will come.

Billy     To take me with him?

Alice     You give him an envelope. I’ll prepare two. He will give you a box. Not big. Put on your overcoat and scarf –

Billy     Like when we play dressing up?

Alice     Go down in the street. (Billy groans and turns to go to the door to the other room.) You must help me Billy.

Billy (stops)     … Go down to the street.

Alice     Dont look back. It might frighten you – and you’d come –. Just walk.

Billy     Where?

Alice     Keep walking till you find a car park. You know what that is. You’ve seen the newspapers. Not a small one. You must walk till you come to a big one. Then hide till it’s dark.

Billy     Why?

Alice     People drive away then. The car park will be empty. Walk to the middle.

Billy     Yes – in the dark – ’cause no one will see me.

Alice     Open the box. Inside there’s a canister. Unscrew the lid. Take out the dust. Throw it on the car park. On the ground. Scatter it. Dont get it on your clothes.

Billy     Why cant the men do it?

Alice     They’d break their word. You have to do it for me.

Billy     What do I do with the box next?

Alice     It doesnt matter. Drop it in a rubbish bin.

Billy     If I get it on my clothes I’ll brush it off. Hard – like this! (Brushes his clothes.) Then I’ll wash my hands. Like I did when we burnt the drawings and got rid of the ashes. This is a big story isnt it! What happens next?

Alice     In the morning the cars come back. The wheels will pick up the dust. When they drive off that night it’ll be on their wheels. They’ll spread it on the streets. All of it. Everywhere over the city. Till nothing’s left. Dont wait for that. Walk away. Dont try to come back here. You wouldnt find it. Anyway it wouldnt be here. Locked. Disinfected. Just walk. Forget me. Forget my name. If you ever say it the welfare will take you. Forget my face. Forget you were here. No one will remember me. No one will know me. Strangers will take me away. Strangers will put me in the furnace. A stranger will bring you the box. There’ll be no flowers. No music. No speaking. No people standing in lines. No grass. No stone. Nothing they can get their hands on and say it’s theirs. Nothing. I was never here. I was never anywhere. I never was. I was nothing. Not even a piece of dust.

Billy     I’ve got a splinter in my hand.

Alice     You must walk.

Billy     I’ll be a man then?

Alice     Yes.

Billy     I’m afraid. I wish I hadnt broken my crayons.

Alice     You wont need to draw. You’ll have real things.

Billy     You’ve changed since the lady came. If I was little again and you found me in a box – would you pick me up?

Alice     No. It’s not the time.

Billy     I wish my mother was here.

Alice     Walk. If anyone talks to you dont stop. Walk and see everything. There’s so much for you to see. You’ll have such a good time. (Slight pause.) Remember the envelopes.

Billy     I’ll keep them under my pillow till the men come.

Fifth Picture

The living room. Alice hangs in the open doorway to the bedroom. Billy sits at the table with his back to her. Screwed papers on the table and floor. He draws.

Billy (screws up a drawing)     Cant do the feet right. They’re the wrong way. (Draws.) Why dont the men come?

He picks up the handwritten list. Reads it. Puts it back on the table.

If I hadnt broken my crayons. Makes it hard. Wont break the new ones. (Draws.) The lady with the chair’s got your face. (Picks up two drawings. Compares them.) Only hers is a puddle. (Puts the drawings down. Draws.) P’raps she was your mother. Might’ve been.

He stops drawing. Stands. Goes towards the door.

’Scuse me please.

He edges past the body. He touches it accidentally. It sways slightly. He goes into the other room. Pause. He comes back. Squeezes past the body. Doesn’t touch it.

’Scuse me please.

He goes to the table. He turns a chair to face the window. He sits and stares at the window. He doesn’t go to it.

I checked. Envelopes ’re under my pillow. Counted them. Two. Am I becoming a man?

He stands. He goes to the body. Edges past it. Doesn’t touch it.

’Scuse me please.

He goes into the other room. Pause. He comes back. He carries an overcoat and scarf. He squeezes past the body. The overcoat knocks against it – it twists slightly. Billy looks at it. Says nothing. He puts the overcoat and scarf on the table. Pause.

(Half sing-song.) Why – why – why – why – why –

He thinks. Then he moves the overcoat and scarf nearer the door to the staircase. Picks up a chair. Goes to the other door. He puts the chair by the body. He adjusts the chair’s position. He tilts the body on to the back of the chair so that it takes the weight.

Uncomfortable watching you. (He sits on the chair facing away from the body.) It’s hard. Couldnt sleep last night. Door open.

Billy leans forwards. His elbows on his knees, his head in his hands. He sighs. He sits straight upright. His head is turned away from the body. He has fallen asleep. A hammering on the door. He sleeps.

Sixth Picture

Billy stands in the morning light. He wears his overcoat and scarf. He carries a pale-coloured carton. His expression is rapt but blank. The sound of children playing in a school yard.

Billy stands at noon. The same expression. Industrial sounds over suburban roofs. Hollow bangs. Scaffolding. A hooter. A lorry backs.

Billy stands in the afternoon. The same expression. A city river. Ship’s hooter. Cranes moving containers. Birds. Voices calling on the shore. Billy half turns. His free hand gestures towards the river.

Billy stands at dusk. The same expression. He is hot. He has taken off his scarf and unbuttoned his overcoat. He looks down from a bridge. Monotonous pulsing traffic.

Billy stands in the dark. City nightlife. Music. Parties. Pub choruses. Traffic. Yobs. Police siren. Billy stares. He makes his grating sound. He walks away. Emptiness.

Billy in the car park. He stands in the middle. Floodlight in the darkness. Silence. He opens the top of the carton. Puts his hand inside. Unscrews the container lid. Looks inside the container – doesn’t take it out of the carton. Puts the lid in his overcoat pocket. Puts his hand in the container. Takes out a handful of dust. Stares at it expressionlessly. Drops it experimentally on the ground – running the last of it through his fingers. Takes out a handful of dust. Scatters it more widely. Watches it fall. Tilts the carton slightly. Cranes his neck sideways to peer in to see what’s left. Takes out a handful of dust. Throws it in the air over his head. Stares expressionlessly as it floats down. Puts the carton on the ground. Crouches. Digs both hands into the carton. Brings out two fistfuls of dust. Stands and at the same time hurls the dust high into the air.

Voice (off, calls from edge of car park)     Oi! What y’ on?

Billy looks towards the voice. A shot. Billy falls dead next to the carton. The dust floats down on him.
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