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SUMMARY
This thesis comprises a critical essay and a portfolio of creative writing consisting of four stage plays.

The critical essay explores the psychological motives that engender the creative writing process and how these influence the content of the writing.  Drawing on literary and psychological theory and with reference to the work contained in the accompanying portfolio, it begins with a consideration of the issues confronting a creative writer in conducting an analysis of the writing process.  This leads to a discussion of narrative structure and the way in which it relates to the creative process in terms of gathering and shaping material for fiction and how it is bound up with the psyche.  Illustrated with examples from the available literature, the essay next explores the challenges facing aspirant writers, introducing Sigmund Freud’s hypotheses on the motives for creative writing.  The ensuing exploration of Freudian thought surmises that the inconsistency of Freud’s ideas about the goals of the creative writer means that they cannot be used to formulate an entirely coherent motivational model, and the essay draws subsequently on the more complex reasoning of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan.  Lacan’s structuralist linguistics approach allows for the essay’s conclusion that creative writing, in common with the majority of human behaviour, is motivated by the perpetual pursuit of an unattainable, abstract goal.
The four plays included in the creative writing portfolio – Touchy Feely, Have-a-Go Hero, Bacon Sandwich and Christmas with Johnny and Dee – are presented in chronological order according to the dates of their original productions.
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Sounding the stops

Why, look you now, how unworthy a thing you make of me!  You would play upon me.  You would seem to know my stops.  You would pluck out the heart of my mystery.  You would sound me from my lowest note to the top of my compass.

Hamlet, 3, 2, 371
Introduction
The purpose of conducting a critical examination of your own creative writing, it seems to me, is to improve the future quality of your writing and to offer other writers insights into the writing process for use in their work.  This is not simply a matter of analysing existing work – such as that contained in the portfolio that accompanies this essay – but of examining approaches to the writing process and the motivation for devoting substantial amounts of time and energy to writing.  Since, as described below, the writing process involves protracted periods of reflective thinking in drafting and redrafting a work, I believe that little will be achieved by picking minutely over texts in which this effort has already been invested.  Such analysis would certainly reveal further scope for rewriting and might lead to the pitfall of endless, obsessive revision of the texts.  The aphorism (attributed variously to Oscar Wilde and the French poet Paul Valéry) that ‘books/poems are never finished, they are merely abandoned,’
 applies here, although I consider the play scripts in the accompanying portfolio neither finished nor abandoned.  In order to compile the portfolio it is necessary to present the scripts at this point in their development, as a ‘snapshot’ of work in progress rather than as an ultimate statement of their creation, since, as I find below, there will never be a point at which such a definitive statement could be made.  Because of the transitory nature of this work, I intend in this essay to focus critically on the ongoing writing process, with particular emphasis on the motives that engender that process, and not on a close reading of the texts presented here.  Through this analysis, I hope, with reference to my own experience and relevant literature, to outline my understanding of the dynamics of the writing process with the aim of applying my findings in both the further development of the work in the accompanying portfolio and in my future writing.  I hope that this exploration might also prove useful for other writers.

The Homunculus Problem

The distinction between the research into creative writing conducted here and conventional forms of academic investigation is that this is participant research.  If, for example, this were a critical analysis of the work of another writer, research might involve an exploration of the published and unpublished works of that writer and the existing literature on the writer and his or her works.  Such research might be framed within a particular discourse of literary theory and, in order that it should be an original contribution to the field of inquiry, within a unique hypothesis devised by the researcher.  In short, conventional research is based on empirical investigation of pre-existing material that the researcher shapes and interprets according to his or her purpose.  While there is some common ground between this and the research into creative writing conducted here, the sharp distinction is that the researcher is actively engaged in the process on which this research is based.  This study is self-reflective and self-analytical in a way that other studies are not and, because of this, there is a danger that it might become self-conscious, introspective and subjective.  In order to conduct a critical analysis of your own creative writing it is necessary to distance yourself from the writing process sufficiently to be able to undertake that evaluation.  The only perspective from which a truly objective analysis of your own work could be possible is as if observing yourself impartially from the point of view of another.  This, though, raises the issue of what psychologists term the ‘Homunculus problem’.

Philip Hill (1997:23) outlines this problem in his primer on the theories of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan.  The Homunculus problem centres on whether the ego governs the human mind.  If this were the case, it is argued, it would be as though the ego were a ‘little human’ (a homunculus) living inside and controlling the mind.  The analogous internal being would also necessarily have a homunculus in control of its mind and that homunculus would have its homunculus and so on ad infinitum, like an eternal Russian doll.  Clearly, this is impossible since control would be deferred to an endless sequence of internal beings – if the ego has an ego and that ego has its ego, the ego cannot be in ultimate control of the mind because authority always rests with the next ego in an infinite succession.  Likewise, the ability to observe oneself as if from the perspective of another would depend on consulting an internal homunculus capable of assuming an external, disassociated vantage point.  That homunculus would in turn be subject to the scrutiny of its own independent homunculus and so on, objectivity proving ultimately elusive.  In simple terms, it is not possible to measure yourself objectively against yourself since the self is not an objective benchmark.

Self-scrutiny, participant observation or action research is ultimately flawed since it is not possible to step outside of oneself to gain a truly objective perspective.  Research of this nature is thus compromised in an empirical sense by the involvement of the researcher.  Creative writing is a slippery subject in empirical terms because it is difficult to define objective standards by which to measure or judge the quality or value of the work.  This research is hermeneutic in nature, dependent on interpretation rather than empirical evidence as a means of analysis.

The nebulous nature of the study of creative writing is a perennial problem for the study of English literature as a whole.  Terry Eagleton (1992:29) points out that during the early part of the twentieth century

Fierce rearguard actions were fought by both ancient Universities against this distressingly dilettante subject: the definition of an academic subject was one that could be examined, and since English was no more than idle gossip about literary taste it was difficult to know how to make it unpleasant enough to qualify as a proper academic pursuit.
Peter Barry (2002:14) adds that an attempt to establish a Chair in English at Oxford University during 1887 was defeated largely because of an oppositional speech by the Professor of History, Edward Freeman.  Barry quotes Freeman’s succinct statement of the difficulties English literature poses as an academic discipline:

We are told that the study of literature ‘cultivates the taste, educates the sympathies and enlarges the mind’. These are all excellent things, only we cannot examine tastes and sympathies. Examiners must have technical and positive information to examine.

Eagleton goes on to describe how, in order to make the study of English academically rigorous in the way that Freeman suggested it ought to be, it was necessary to establish critical structures through and by which English literature could be interrogated and scrutinised.  The challenge for the present study is to discover ways in which to examine and test the creative process so that it does not become merely subjective and self-indulgent description of an essentially personal practice.  The first step toward meeting this challenge is, I feel, a frank acknowledgment of the fact that an objective perspective is impaired by an intimate involvement in the creative writing process.
While it is necessary to always suspect one’s judgement of one’s own writing, the creative process can still be seen in terms of an internal dialogue.  On the actor’s process of creating a character, for example, Constantin Stanislavski (1979:173) asserts that:

An actor is split into two parts when he is acting.  You recall how Tommaso Salvini put it:  ‘An actor lives, weeps, laughs on the stage, but as he weeps and laughs he observes his own tears and mirth.  It is this double existence, this balance between life and acting that makes for art.’

A creative writer has a similar relationship to the fictive world he or she is creating.  While writing fiction, the writer attempts to occupy the minds of the characters he or she is imagining and move with them through their fictive worlds, just as Stanislavski suggests an actor does in the make-believe settings of the theatre.  In this sense, the actor or writer is the homunculus of the characters they are aiming to portray.

The Conscious versus the Unconscious Mind

The process of creating a work of fiction does not go on solely in the writer’s imagination but has both critical and creative elements.  T S Eliot suggests in his essay ‘The Function of Criticism’ (1951:30) that ‘the larger part of the labour of an author in composing his work is critical labour, the labour of sifting, combining, constructing, expunging, correcting, testing: this frightful toil is as much critical as creative.’  Eliot warns of paying too close attention to what he calls the ‘Inner Voice’ – the unconscious thoughts and imagination of the individual – without the application of criticism, nicknaming the ‘Inner Voice’ ‘Whiggery’:

There is a tendency, and I think it is a whiggery tendency, to decry this critical toil of the artist; to propound the thesis that the great artist is an unconscious artist, unconsciously inscribing on his banner the words Muddling Through.
(1951:30)

While ‘Muddling Through’ would not seem the best standard to bear, there is an equal danger that a writer who places too much emphasis on criticism will have the words ‘Going Nowhere’ inscribed on his or her banner.  Dorothea Brande (1996:53-54) contends that during the writing of an initial draft the larger part of a writer’s critical faculties should be suspended:

There is no arrogance like that of the intellect, and one of the dangers […] of studying the technique of story writing too solemnly is that the reason is confirmed in its delusion of being the more important member of the writing team.  It is not.  Its duties are indispensable but secondary; they come before and after the period of intensive writing.  You will find that if you cannot rein in your intellect during this period it will be forever offering pseudo-solutions to you, tampering with motives, making the characters ‘literary’ (which is often to make them stereotyped and unnatural), or protesting that the story which seemed so promising when it first dawned in your consciousness is really trite and implausible.
Brande offers advice on how best to employ what she calls the ‘two persons of the writer’ – the conscious and the unconscious.  As seen above, she warns against too critical a perspective during the composition of a first draft.  If a writer’s critical faculties are allowed to dominate during what Brande calls ‘the period of intensive writing’ they may not only hamper the eventual quality of the work, but also stymie the writing process itself.  Attempting to originate a work of creative writing while adopting too critical a perspective is similar to attempting to drive with the brakes on; the critical or conscious mind of a writer must allow the creative or unconscious mind enough latitude to put words onto paper.  If the conscious mind dominates, it is likely that it will deem nothing worthy of being written.

The division of the writing process between the critical and creative mind is often attributed to an asymmetry in the functions of the left and right hemispheres of the brain.  In their book Left Brain, Right Brain, Sally P Springer and Georg Deutsch (1989:284) divide the ‘cognitive styles’ of the hemispheres as follows:
	Left Hemisphere
	Right Hemisphere

	
	

	Verbal
	Nonverbal, visuo-spatial

	Sequential, temporal, digital
	Simultaneous, spatial, analogical

	Logical, analytical
	Gestalt, synthetic

	Rational
	Intuitive

	Western thought
	Eastern thought


Springer and Deutsch have arranged these descriptions in hierarchical order so that the ones at the top are based on experimental evidence, while the others are more speculative.  ‘A popularly accepted view of the differences between the hemispheres,’ they comment, ‘is that the left brain operates in a logical, analytical manner and the right brain works in a Gestalt, synthetic fashion.’  In terms of this model, Eliot argues that creative writing is essentially a left-brain activity, while Brande contends that writers must draw equally on the cognitive styles of the brain’s right hemisphere.  Springer and Deutsch (1989:13) explore historical developments in the concept of ‘cerebral dominance’, finding that in the past it was often assumed that the left-brain was the dominant hemisphere.  They conclude, though, that the current idea is that ‘both hemispheres contribute to behaviour in important ways through their specialised capabilities’ (1989:24).  Given this, it is reasonable to assume that neither left- nor right-brain capabilities are the more important in the writing process, but that they complement each other.
During the composition of an initial draft, therefore, there is a certain amount of ‘muddling through’ to be done, the writer relying more on the right-brain’s intuition than on the reason of the left to lay down the first fledgling words.  This is not to imply that the composition of a first draft is free from ‘frightful toil’ – the writer simply transcribing the dictation of a dilettante but loquacious ‘Inner Voice’ until the work is completed – but that the work of the first draft is to get the raw material of the text down on paper.  This process is likely to be laborious because it involves finding a pathway through the yet uncharted text, depending largely on intuition.  Syd Field (1984:12) compares writing a first draft screenplay with climbing a mountain:

When you’re climbing, all you can see is the rock in front of you and the rock directly above you.  You can’t see where you’ve come from or where you’re going.  The same principle holds true when you’re writing a screenplay.  All you can see is the page you’re writing and the pages you’ve written.  You can’t see anything beyond that.
Thus the initial stages of creative writing involve fumbling for direction, discovering the text little by little, until a more complete picture is available at the ‘mountain’s summit’ when a first draft is completed.

To employ a further geological simile, composing an initial draft is like mining a diamond.  When the jewel is extracted from the ground, it is rough and unhewn and must be cut and polished to reveal its beauty – it cannot be mined fully formed.  Likewise, a writer must excavate the raw material of his or her writing before applying critical analysis to shape and polish the work.  As Brande points out, the critical analysis comes before and after the ‘mining’ of a piece of creative writing.  Just as a prospector searches for and surveys potential sites for diamond mines, a creative writer seeks out and sifts ideas for writing.  Diamonds are mined and then cut and polished.  Writing is written and also cut and polished.

Eliot seems, in Brande’s terms, to make the intellect the ‘more important member of the writing team’, but Eliot’s real concern is not at what stage criticism should be applied, but that it should be applied.  In ‘The Function of Criticism’ he stresses that an accomplished piece of creative writing is a hard won achievement, brought about by exhaustive critical scrutiny – it is not enough for the writer to rely on his or her ‘Inner Voice’, right-brain or intuition to produce work of a high standard.

The Metalanguage of Literature

In his paper ‘Creative Writing: Can it/Should it be Taught?’, David Lodge (1997:172) states that he learned many things from the novelists James Joyce, Graham Greene and Evelyn Waugh.  Most importantly he learned ‘a craftsmanlike approach to the business of writing, a willingness to take pains, a commitment to making the work as good as you can possibly make it.’   ‘Taking pains’, Lodge argues (1997:174), involves learning, then learning to apply, what he describes as the ‘metalanguage’ of literature:
We learn our mother tongue without learning grammar first, but we need the metalanguage of grammar to understand and explain (explain to ourselves as well as to others) how a language works – what are its rules and possibilities, and why some utterances fail in their communicative purpose.  I don’t say it is essential for a writer to have such a metalanguage at his fingertips […] but I don’t think it does any harm, either, to acquire the metalanguage, and it may help in that essential process of self-criticism which Eliot describes so well.
  In short, I see no incompatibility between the formalistic critical study of literature and the effort to produce new writing of one’s own.
Brande’s point that critical analysis goes on before and after the initial creation of a work of fiction persists here.  Lodge argues that the formal analysis of existing texts will assist a writer in the composition of his or her own work, but this is something that goes on before that composition begins.  Earlier in his paper, Lodge (1997:171) points out that writers first begin to write by imitating the work of the authors they most admire, learning through imitation ‘the structural and rhetorical devices’ of their preferred form of writing.  This process goes on largely unconsciously and intuitively, ‘like learning the mother tongue’.

The notion of a fictional metalanguage is recognisable as a projection of the French linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s (1983:9) concept of ‘La langue’:

But what is language [langue]?  It is not to be confused with human speech [langage], of which it is only a definite part, though certainly an essential one.  It is both a social product of the faculty of speech and a collection of necessary conventions that have been adopted by a social body to permit individuals to exercise that faculty.  Taken as a whole, speech is many-sided and heterogeneous; straddling several areas simultaneously – physical, physiological, and psychological – it belongs both to the individual and to society; we cannot put it into any category of human facts.

Language, on the other hand, is a self-contained whole and a principle of classification.  As soon as we give language first place among the facts of speech, we introduce a natural order into a mass that lends itself to no other classification.
La langue, according to Saussure, is a system adopted by speakers of a particular language by which order is given to speech.  It is essential since without abiding by a communal set of conventions individuals would be unable to communicate.  Meaning is only possible because speakers of a language agree on how that language is structured.  If they do not have a structural agreement in common, they will be unable to understand each other.  Speakers of different languages have different systems or structures of meaning.  La langue is the deep structure of a language – its grammar and syntax.  A simple example of this is that, in English, sentences are organised in the structural order of subject, verb and object – the words in the sentence, ‘The cat sat on the mat,’ for instance, appear in that order and not, ‘Sat the cat the mat on.’  Different words can be substituted into the frame of the deep structure in order to convey different meanings but their structural relationship remains the same.  The words in the sentence, ‘The boy ate his lunch,’ for example, have the same structural relationship as those in, ‘The cat sat on the mat,’ but the different sentences have entirely different meanings.  Saussure terms the infinite number of meanings that can be conveyed through la langue’s structural frame ‘paroles’.

In common with language, fictive texts of all kinds have a series of conventions that allow their audiences to understand them.  Realist theatre, for example, abides by the convention that the audience forms the ‘fourth wall’ of a fictional world during performances of plays.  The audience expects the actors to behave as though they are not performing in a play but actually living out the events they are portraying.  Similarly, novels are frequently written from the point of view of an omnipresent narrator, able to relate events from the perspective of each of the characters portrayed.  These conventions are accepted as a matter of course by writers and readers and form part of the langue of fiction.

Lodge’s comparison of learning the langue of fiction with language acquisition is useful because it demonstrates how the unconscious and intuitive becomes conscious and rational.  Individuals learn language, as Lodge points out, without first consciously learning its grammar.  Likewise, writers learn the structure and syntax of fiction through reading, then imitating what they have read.  Just as infants are exposed to their mother tongue from the moment they are born, they are exposed to narrative shortly thereafter – in the form of nursery rhymes, bedtime stories, children’s television and so on – and they grow up able to understand all kinds of fiction having learned how to do so from infancy.

The ‘Fort-Da’ Game as Elementary Narrative Structure

Eagleton (1992:185) cites Sigmund Freud’s observation of his grandson’s ‘fort-da’ game as an example of how children learn to construct simple narratives.  In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1975iii:14-15) Freud describes how the eighteen-month-old was tardy in his development and able to say only a few comprehensible words, but he was very well-behaved and won praise for being a ‘good boy’, especially for not crying when his mother, to whom he was much attached, left him for a few hours.  He deviated from his otherwise impeccable behaviour with a tendency to fling his toys around the room so that ‘picking them up was often quite a business’.  As he dispersed his playthings he cried out with a prolonged ‘o-o-o-o’ sound and seemed both interested and satisfied by the objects’ disappearance.  Both Freud and the child’s mother agreed that the sound he made was an attempt at the German word ‘fort’ – ‘gone’ – and Freud realised that it was a game, suspecting that his grandson did nothing with his toys except play ‘gone’ with them.  This suspicion was confirmed when Freud observed the child playing with

a reel with a piece of string tied round it.  It never occurred to him to pull it along the floor behind him, for instance, and play at being a carriage.  What he did was to hold the reel by the string and very skilfully throw it over the edge of his curtained cot, so that it disappeared into it, at the same time uttering his expressive ‘o-o-o-o’.  He then pulled the reel out of the cot again by the string and hailed its reappearance with a joyful ‘da’ [‘there’].  This, then, was the complete game – disappearance and return.  As a rule one only witnessed its first act, which was repeated untiringly as a game in itself, though there is no doubt that the greater pleasure was attached to the second act.

(1975iii:15)

Freud’s analysis of the purpose of the ‘fort-da’ game is that the child was symbolically reliving the disappearance and return of his mother.  The game was an example of what Freud termed ‘repetition-compulsion’, a condition wherein individuals deliberately repeat traumatic experiences in order to reconcile themselves with them mentally.  Repetition-compulsion is engendered by unexpected distress (such as the child’s mother leaving him without warning) for which there is no opportunity to prepare.  In situations where a traumatic experience is anticipated, Freud argues, individuals prepare themselves to cope mentally in advance through anxiety.  If no anxiety has been generated beforehand, repetition-compulsion builds this up retrospectively with individuals reliving their distress repeatedly until they have sufficient mental defences to be able to deal with it.

Eagleton suggests that Freud’s grandson’s fort-da game was not only symptomatic of repetition-compulsion, but can also ‘be read as the first glimmerings of narrative’:

Fort-da is perhaps the shortest story we can imagine: an object is lost and then recovered.  But even the most complex narratives can be read as variants on this model: the pattern of classical narrative is that an original settlement is disrupted and ultimately restored.

(1992:185)

The concept of the fort-da game as an elementary narrative also fits with the notion (typically expounded in books on screenwriting) that there are only eight basic stories and that all works of fiction are composed of one or more of these.  Raymond Frensham (1996:44) lists these as: Achilles, the fatal flaw; Candide, the innocent abroad; Cinderella, the dream come true; Circe, the chase or the spider and the fly; Faust, the debt that must be repaid; Orpheus, the gift taken away; Romeo and Juliet, boy meets girl; and Tristan and Isolde, the eternal triangle.  As may be inferred from their titles, these story types are based on narratives found in classical literature and folklore and are told and retold in contemporary drama and fiction.  Frensham suggests that the films Pretty Woman (1990) and Star Wars (1977) incorporate significant elements of the Cinderella story type, for example, and that When Harry Met Sally (1989), The Graduate (1967) and Sleepless in Seattle (1993) draw heavily on the Romeo and Juliet narrative.

The fort-da game contains the elements of the Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice.  The legend tells of the musician Orpheus whose one true love Eurydice is bitten by a snake and dies on their wedding day – the reel is tossed into the crib.  Orpheus is devastated by Eurydice’s death and vows to get her back, even if he has to descend into the underworld to do so.  To reach Eurydice in Hades, Orpheus has to cross the river Styx, which he does by charming Charon the ferryman into transporting him by playing on his lyre.  The next obstacle is the underworld’s fearsome, three-headed guard dog Cerberus that Orpheus again tames with music.  Eventually Orpheus comes before the thrones of Hades, the god of the underworld, and his wife Persephone, and pleads to be allowed to return with Eurydice to the world of the living.  Hades and Persephone refuse, so Orpheus takes up his lyre once more and plays such enchanting music he charms even the Furies who pause in their work of tormenting the souls of the damned to listen to him.  Beguiled by Orpheus’s melodies, Persephone entreats her husband to release Eurydice, and Hades relents, saying that Orpheus’s lover may follow him out of the underworld but that he must not turn to look at her until they leave.  (Just as Freud’s grandson had the means of retrieving the reel from his cot by grasping the string attached to it, Orpheus journeys into Hades with his lyre – the means by which he is able to rescue Eurydice.)  Orpheus makes his way from the underworld always unsure if Eurydice is behind him – the reel is pulled from the cot.  Just as he is about to leave Hades, he can no longer bear the suspense and looks around to see if his lover is there.  She is and is withdrawn into the underworld from where Orpheus is never able to retrieve her again – the reel is thrown back into the crib once more.

Freud describes his grandson’s fort-da game as having two ‘acts’ – the throwing of the reel into the cot and its removal – but, in terms of its narrative structure, the game has three parts: the reel being thrown into the crib, the period it remains therein, and its withdrawal.  The two physical actions of the game divide its narrative structure into three parts.  Eagleton also describes the ‘pattern of classical narrative’ in only two parts – the disruption of an initial settlement and its eventual restoration – but this pattern is really tripartite, as described by Aristotle in his Poetics (Dorsch (1965:41)):

Now a whole is that which has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  A beginning is that which does not necessarily come after something else, although something else exists or comes about after it.  An end, on the contrary, is that which naturally follows something else either as a necessary or as a usual consequence, and is not itself followed by anything.  A middle is that which follows something else, and is itself followed by something.  Thus well-constructed plots must neither begin nor end in a haphazard way, but must conform to the pattern I have been describing.

As well as having a beginning, middle and an end, the classical narrative pattern incorporates movement.  While, in Eagleton’s terms, an initial settlement might be disrupted at the beginning and broadly restored at the end of a narrative, something in the status quo changes because of the disruption.  If circumstances at the end of a story are identical to those at the beginning, the narrative is static and ultimately unsatisfying.  Joseph Campbell (1988:206-207) makes the following observation about the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice:

In the Polynesian versions of the romance […] where the fleeing couple usually escape, and in the Greek satyr-play of Alcestis, where we also have a happy return, the effect is not reassuring, but only superhuman.  The myths of failure touch us with the tragedy of life, but those of success only with their own incredibility.

So the dynamic of this myth is that Orpheus has ultimately not only lost Eurydice, but he has lost her through his own folly.  As Campbell points out, if he succeeds in rescuing his lover from the underworld the narrative is static and Orpheus is shown to be a man without weakness, a superhuman, which does not seem credible.  The narrative’s dynamic lies in what has changed because of the disruption in the status quo.

Lajos Egri (1972:49) sees character movement in narrative as a dialectic process.  He explains Socrates’ technique of pursuing truth through conversation as follows:

Movement of the conversation is secured by three steps.  First, statement of the proposition, called thesis.  Then the discovery of a contradiction to this proposition, called antithesis, being the opposite of the original proposition.  Now, resolution of this contradiction necessitates correction of the original proposition, and formulation of a third proposition, the synthesis, being the combination of the original proposition and the contradiction to it.
(1972:50)

The dialectic process can be equated to Aristotle’s simple outline of narrative structure – the thesis is the beginning, the antithesis the middle, and the synthesis the end.  Applied to the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice the dialectic movement of the narrative runs as follows: thesis – Orpheus loses Eurydice through no fault of his own; antithesis – he wins her back through his own initiative and endeavour; synthesis – he loses her again through his own folly.  In Romeo and Juliet, the star-crossed lovers want to spend their lives together (thesis) but are prevented from doing so because their families are deadly enemies (antithesis); eventually they are united in death (synthesis).  If Freud’s theory of the purpose of repetition-compulsion is correct (the retrospective generation of anxiety), the thesis of his grandson’s fort-da game is that the child wants to be with his mother, its antithesis is that he is unexpectedly separated from her, and its synthesis is that he is better equipped to deal with the separation through symbolic repetition of his distress.  The ‘initial settlement’ is not restored at the end of classic narrative; the protagonist is changed in a fundamental way by the period of disruption.

Buzz McLaughlin (1997:20) reduces dramatic structure to the following simple equation:

Central Character → Conflict/Dilemma → Resolution

‘This is a basic structural truth,’ he writes.  ‘When you strip away the elements that make each play unique – the use of language, theatricality, character personalities, humour, specifics of plot and setting – you’re left with this basic structure.  That’s why it’s dramatic writing and not another form of fiction, like the novel or the short story.’

The final point here is a moot one.  Novels and short stories often centre on characters facing conflicts or dilemmas that are ultimately resolved, although there is scope within the novel for more complex embellishment of this essential structure – there may be more than one central character, for example – and it need not be applied as sparely as in drama.  The significant point, though, is that McLaughlin’s equation functions as a terse statement of the langue of drama and fiction.

Narrative Structure and the Psyche

Joseph Campbell’s (1988) The Hero With a Thousand Faces attempts to uncover the common structural elements and symbols of world myth, finding that

the symbols of mythology are not manufactured: they cannot be ordered, invented or permanently suppressed.  They are spontaneous productions of the psyche, and each bears within it, undamaged, the germ power of its source.

(1988:4)

C G Jung (1991), on whose theories much of Campbell’s work is based, believes that myths are (in Saussure’s terms) paroles of archetypal elements deep within the human psyche.  Jung distinguishes between the personal and collective unconscious, stating that, while for Freud the whole of the unconscious was unique to each individual, he believes that a collective unconscious ‘rests upon a deeper layer, which does not derive from personal experience and is not a personal acquisition but is inborn’  (1991:3).  The archetypal elements that lie within the collective unconscious can only be expressed in manifestations that are ‘capable of consciousness’ and, as such, cannot be described at an elementary level.  It is possible to consciously perceive and describe only paroles of the collective unconscious and not its langue, because the process of making this conscious renders it an interpretation and not an elementary description.  In other words, it is not possible to derive a model of the collective unconsciousness at a basic level in the way in which, for example, McLaughlin’s model of dramatic structure given above is derived.

Jung offers primitive tribal lore as an example of a manifestation of archetypes within the collective unconscious, a manifestation that has been modified and mediated into belief systems that tribes can teach as part of their tradition.  The process of the mediation of essential psychic truths into superstition and religious doctrine is compared by Freud (1991:228) to an adult telling a young child that ‘the stork’ brought a newborn baby.  The adult, of course, is well aware of what the stork symbolises, but the child mistakes the symbolism for the literal truth and ‘feels that he has been deceived’.  Freud argues that just as it is now considered better to inform children of ‘the true state of affairs’ in a manner appropriate to their level of intellectual development, a mature society should not be deceived by substituting religious doctrine, symbolism and imagery for truth.  While for Freud religion is rooted in the personal unconscious desire to replace flawed, mortal parents with perfect, celestial ones, Jung, as we have seen, roots religious doctrine in the collective unconscious.  Both primitive tribal lore and religious doctrine manifest collective psychic archetypes in what Jung refers to as ‘représentations collectives’.  These are not identical to the archetypes in the same way as the image of ‘the stork’ is not identical to the processes of procreation and childbirth.  Jung continues that:
Another well-known expression of the archetypes is myth and fairytale.  But here too we are dealing with forms that have received a specific stamp and have been handed down through long periods of time.  The term ‘archetype’ thus applies only indirectly to the ‘représentations collectives’, since it designates only those psychic contents which have not yet been submitted to conscious elaboration and are therefore an immediate datum of psychic experience.  In this sense there is a considerable difference between the archetype and the historical formula that has evolved.  Especially on the higher levels of esoteric teaching the archetypes appear in a form that reveals quite unmistakably the critical and evaluating influence of conscious elaboration.  Their immediate manifestation, as we encounter it in dreams and visions, is much more individual, less understandable, and more naïve than in myths, for example.  The archetype is essentially an unconscious content that is altered by becoming conscious and by being perceived, and it takes its colour from the individual consciousness in which it happens to appear.
(1991:5)

This is a reiteration of the creative dynamic of the unconscious towards the conscious.  Jung argues that myths, fairytales, folklore and religion originate in the innate unconsciousness of individuals and are mediated into narrative and esoteric systems of belief through a process of critical evaluation and conscious elaboration.  The notion of a collective unconscious fits with the notion of right- and left-brain cognitive styles outlined above.  The brain’s right hemisphere originates creative ideas based on a combination of the collective and personal unconscious, while the left hemisphere evaluates and shapes this raw material.  Of course, it is impossible to demonstrate this empirically since the unconscious (either collective or personal) by its nature cannot be accessed objectively.  The available evidence for the existence of a collective unconscious, such as that given in Campbell’s work, is based on identifying common patterns in the narrative traditions of societies around the world.  These similarities in disparate cultures make the accuracy of Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious a matter of informed conjecture.  As I will explore, though, there are alternative explanations for common narrative patterns.
‘Bricolage’

The creative process itself would seem to be a matter of informed conjecture.  Anthony Storr (1991:11) defines creativity as ‘the ability to bring something new into existence’, qualifying this by pointing out that this does not imply that the creation is new to everyone, just to its creator.  He suggests that a child making a connection between two ideas is being creative even if his or her teacher points out subsequently that someone else has thought of the particular conjunction of ideas previously.  In fact, to imply that it is possible to ‘bring something new into existence’ is misleading.  Creations do not occur spontaneously and with complete integrity, never before having existed in any form – it is impossible to ‘beget’ a novel, a painting, a baby or a cake without assembling and combining ideas, genetic material or flour, eggs and sugar.  Creativity is a process of conjoining the raw material of the eventual creation, and in the case of creative writing, the ‘raw material’ is ideas.  I am composing this essay, for example, within the conventions of academic discourse by combining ideas from the literature relevant to the discipline.  While this work would not be considered ‘creative writing’ – it is in neither narrative nor poetic form and is not fictional – there is creativity involved in composing such a discourse in making connections between the various discourses that I am drawing on.  Success in creativity is based not on whether something has been brought into existence, but on the way in which ideas are combined in new and startling ways.  This is a process of informed conjecture because it is first necessary to be acquainted with the material on which a work is based, and then to experiment with different ways in which that material might be assembled in order to produce fresh paroles of la langue.

The French social anthropologist Claude Lévi-Stauss (1966) explores the idea that artistic creativity is the result of reassembling existing ideas and structures.  In the course of drawing a distinction between mythical and scientific thought, Lévi-Strauss employs the analogy of the work of a ‘bricoleur’ – a French term for a skilled odd-job person or DIY expert.  A bricoleur works with materials gathered for their potential future usefulness but with no specific or definite purpose in mind – off-cuts of timber, half-used cans of paint and sundry other items are retained from jobs simply because ‘they might come in handy’.  When the bricoleur is assigned a new job, he or she consults his or her inventory of materials to see which of them can be employed in completing the fresh task.  The assembled oddments therefore only take on a specific role when assigned a particular task; they only have meaning within the context of the purpose for which they are employed.  Lévi-Strauss equates the role of the bricoleur’s raw materials with that of signifiers within signs.  Linguistic theory states that there is an arbitrary relationship between the two elements of the sign – the signifier and the signified.  The word ‘table’, for example, only forms the signifier for the signified object (the table itself) through conventional association.  The same word could be used to denote other objects such as a tree or a motorcycle if it was accepted that these were what the word ‘table’ referred to.  This concept is easier to understand at the level of metaphor.  In Freud’s example of a child being told that ‘the stork’ brought a newborn baby, ‘the stork’ forms a signifier for both the bird and the biological facts of human reproduction.  Thus, signifiers (in the form of words or images) are not fixed, but float according to their intended signification.  Lévi-Strauss argues that mythical thought is contingent on a body of floating signifiers assembled, in the same way as the bricoleur gathers raw materials, to construct and reconstruct multiple mythological worlds:

‘[...] it would seem that mythological worlds have been built up, only to be shattered again, and that new worlds are built from the fragments.’
  Penetrating as this comment is, it nevertheless fails to take into account that in the continual reconstruction from the same materials, it is always earlier ends which are called upon to play the part of means: the signified changes into the signifying and vice versa.
(1966:21)

This concept sheds more light on Jung’s idea of archetypes within the collective unconscious described above.  If archetypes in the collective unconscious are signifiers that do not signify anything in particular (just as the bricoleur’s materials are intended for adaptation to multifarious tasks), they cannot be described at an essential level since to give them expression is to give them signification.  The association of archetypal signifiers with signification is what Jung calls ‘conscious elaboration’ and, as outlined above, the essence of the archetype is lost in this process.

Again, the concept of an innate set of archetypal signifiers does not yield to empirical analysis.  Since it is possible to demonstrate archetypes in the collective unconscious only at second hand as they are revealed in myth and folklore, it seems that the deep structure or langue of the psyche cannot be described in the same way as the syntactical structure of language or the narrative structure of drama.  An alternative view, however, is that Jung’s archetypes in the collective unconscious are actually apparitions of the structure of language.  Since language is necessarily a common factor in shaping conscious thought and communication, it is likely that it will also determine the morphology of the unconscious.  The archetypes in the collective unconscious are thus a phenomenon of the structure of language and appear to be ‘inborn’ only because the acquisition of language is common to everyone.  Jung’s distinction between the personal and collective unconscious is therefore inaccurate because the ‘inborn’ unconscious is formed by the acquisition of language, while the personal unconscious develops according to individual experience – both are learned and neither is innate.  (This idea is central to the theories of Jacques Lacan, which I will explore in the latter part of this essay.)

‘Bricolage’ can be seen in terms of filtering individual experience through collective structures.  The collective structure of language has no purpose until it is employed to communicate and, when it is thus employed, it is used to convey individual demands, thoughts and feelings.  In the same way, a creative writer uses narrative structure to express individual ideas that he or she has gathered for use in his or her writing.  The ideas have no particular purpose outside narrative structure and narrative structure conveys nothing without ideas.  It is only when both are conjoined that they become coherent.
Applying the Metalanguage of Fiction

As Lodge points out (1997:174), it is possible to use a language without a conscious knowledge of its grammar, but acquiring that knowledge might help to use the language more effectively.  The conscious learning of grammar, though, is a secondary conscious activity built on the primary ability to use a language unconsciously.  If everyone were to speak only after carefully considering the grammatical structure (and not the content) of what they had to say, it is likely that conversation would prove stilted.  Likewise, if a writer writes only after ensuring that what he or she is about to write fits closely with a rigid langue, metalanguage or deep structure, the result will be self-aware and formulaic.  Conscious critical analysis of a text is therefore the successor of intuitive creative writing.

An example of this succession from the accompanying portfolio is that my play Have-a-Go Hero incorporates elements of both the Faust and Tristan and Isolde narrative archetypes outlined previously.  The pivotal character, Dean, has not made adequate recompense for his vicious physical attack on the burglar, Tea Leaf, some years before the action of the play, and this is a debt that must be repaid (Faust); and it transpires that the play’s three characters are corners of an eternal triangle (Tristan and Isolde).  While I was aware of the theory of eight basic stories described above before writing Have-a-Go Hero, I did not set out deliberately to write a script that combined these narrative elements.  Instead, my intention was to make a satirical point about the ethics of individuals taking the law into their own hands.  I have only applied the archetypal narrative analysis retrospectively with the play written.

Of course, it would be possible to set out to write a script that conforms to a consciously predefined structure.  The television and film writer Jürgen Wolff (2001:45) argues in favour of a less theory-based, more right-brain approach to screenwriting.  Pointing to the strongly delineated screenplay metalanguages offered in books by screenwriting experts such as Syd Field and Robert McKee, Wolff finds that

[…] many writers have confused tools of analysis with tools of creation.  They have turned useful methods into a formula and have used the formula rather than the story as their starting point.  It’s easy to understand why this has happened: we all seek a way to make our job easy.  Wouldn’t it be great if we had a secret method that allowed us to handle more easily the hardest part of scriptwriting, namely building the story?  But there is no such secret.

The ‘grammar’ or metalanguage of fiction proposed by Lodge could be (and Wolff suggests that with many contemporary screenplays it often is) applied formulaically in the mistaken belief that it will produce quality writing.  In these terms, the danger of taking Eliot too much at his word and believing that creative writing is in the first place as much critical as creative is that it becomes more about conforming to a set of critical criteria than producing original work of a high standard.  In Lodge’s terms, the metalanguage becomes more important than the language itself, or in Saussure’s, the langue is given prominence over its paroles.

A creative writer must achieve a balance between the unconscious and conscious elements of the writing process.  As Brande indicates, both are important but the unconscious precedes the conscious.  It is likely that a writer will devote most of his or her time in composing a work to the conscious processes of analysis and revision, but this comes after the process of drawing the piece from the unconscious – what Eliot might describe as ‘Muddling Through’.

‘…simply getting on with it…’

It is self-evident that little critical perspective can be gained on a work of creative writing until a first draft is finished since until then there is little to gain a perspective on.  While a writer may have a clear vision for a text in mind, this cannot truly take shape until it is realised on paper.  This simple fact is at the heart of the much-mooted question of whether creative writing can be taught.

With Lodge’s (1997:171) comparison of learning to be a creative writer with learning the mother tongue, the emphasis is on learning and not teaching.  Infants learn to speak by imitating the speech of their carers and, while they might be encouraged to speak, they are not formally taught to do so.  Likewise, a process of observation and not formal teaching allows acquisition of the metalanguage of narrative – infants become familiar with the ways in which texts work through exposure to them and not by having narrative explained to them.  They are proactive in learning to speak and to understand stories through their own observation and the teaching they receive is reactive to this.  In the same way, creative writers must be proactive in learning to write, as Lodge (1997:171) suggests, by firstly ‘imitating and emulating’ other writers and developing their writing skills through writing.

Barry Turner (1996:51) recalls the drunken advice of the American novelist and playwright Sinclair Lewis who, appearing at a university seminar for aspiring writers, asked who wanted to be a writer.  When many of those assembled responded that they did, Lewis demanded, ‘Then why the hell aren’t you at home writing?’  Writing, Turner argues, can only be learned through its practice.  ‘A sure sign of a writer who is doomed to fail,’ he comments, ‘is one who grabs at any excuse to delay the moment when thoughts must be made real.’  The point at which advice from teachers of creative writing is most valuable is when those thoughts have been realised, as the novelist Beryl Bainbridge (also in Turner (1996:54)) concurs:

You can’t teach people to write novels: that’s down to temperament and simply getting on with it.  You can analyse where people are going, maybe even suggest a change of direction, and give communicative advice.  Novice writers are often unsure of their strengths and may need help to believe in their writing.
Certainly, it is possible for a creative writing teacher to encourage and even inspire would-be writers to write, comment on their works and build their confidence through praise and encouragement.  What cannot be taught, though, is the ‘simply getting on with it’, the self-discipline and drive necessary for a writer to work on a text until it is completed – as Malcolm Bradbury agrees:

I have no doubt that the essential qualities needed by the writer are independent of anything that can be taught.  There has first, I believe, to be a passionate motivation.  Writing is a solitary, obscure, frequently disappointing way of pursuing a life, and it must be driven by profound commitment.  Then there must be distinction of vision.  And since writing, in the end, is a form of exploration and discovery, there must be an instinct to discover and explore the world and human nature.
(Turner (1996:52))
The ‘profound commitment’ to writing must be great enough not only to engender the self-discipline and application required to complete a work of creative writing, but also to overcome the resistance and indifference of others to an aspiration to write.  In Adventures in the Screen Trade, Hollywood screenwriter William Goldman (2001:82-83) points out that an ambition to pursue a career in the arts does not bring with it the same credibility as one to go into medicine, banking, insurance or the family business.  He describes how ‘grown-ups’ would respond to his stated intention of becoming a writer on leaving college by asking either, ‘What are you going to do next?’ or, ‘What are you really going to do?’, commenting that the first of these assumes failure, while the second suggests that a writing career is not a ‘serious occupation’.  Goldman continues that he was not only discouraged by this attitude, but shared the conviction that he would not succeed as a writer.  This conviction was borne out when he failed to distinguish himself in creative writing classes and could not get his own work published in a magazine for which he was the fiction editor.  Clearly, he did not allow the discouragement and initial failure to prevent his writing, since his credits now include the screenplays for Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), Marathon Man (1976) and All the President’s Men (1976).

In his study of the teaching and learning of English in British universities, Colin Evans (1993:49) found that students and staff faced similar opposition to Goldman when expressing their authorial ambitions.  One member of academic staff interviewed by Evans reported that:
At the age of 11 I had to put down what my career would be.  I put:  author, playwright, poet.  My mother made me strike that out.  I put:  lawyer, teacher.
Evans (1993:44) found that university students and staff regretted abandoning their creative writing, an Oxford student describing his experience as follows:

I used to write books.  It was knocked out of me well before university.  I feel sad about that.  I write occasionally now, but I’m very reluctant to share it with anybody.
Again, creative writing is something that this student feels forced to abandon by pressure from others – his writing was ‘knocked out’ of him.  The above and Goldman’s experiences suggest that creative writing is seen as somewhat infra dig, and it can be reduced (as with the Oxford student) to an onanistic activity, something to conceal.

Another member of academic staff in Evans’ research stopped creative writing for more pragmatic reasons, although social pressures remain very much in evidence:

I was more on the imaginative side, but I went for the scholarly side, which I now regret.  I was anxious to please.  I’m a writer who hasn’t had the guts to do without a monthly guaranteed pay cheque.  Too much the dutiful little Scottish boy.
(1993:49-50)

Writing’s Threshold Guardians

As shown in the above examples, a fledgling desire to write can be quashed by the view that creative writing is an inadequate career choice and inferior intellectual activity.  The irony, of course, is that successful creative writers receive high social esteem, status and wealth, but this anointment is conveyed through the exclusion of the majority of would-be writers – if everyone was able to succeed as a creative writer, there would be little merit or value in this success.  The esteem associated with writing success is reserved for those who dare to traverse the boundaries of social norms, that is, daring to be creative writers.  In Joseph Campbell’s (1988:77-78) terms, those who seek to deter incipient authors are ‘threshold guardians’:

[…] the hero goes forward in his adventure until he comes to the ‘threshold guardian’ at the entrance to the zone of magnified power.  Such custodians bound the world in the four directions – also up and down – standing for the limits of the hero’s present sphere, or life horizon.  Beyond them is darkness, the unknown and danger; just as beyond the parental watch is danger to the infant and beyond the protection of his society danger to the member of the tribe.  The usual person is more than content, he is even proud, to remain within the indicated bounds, and popular belief gives him every reason to fear as much as the first step into the unexplored.

Campbell points out that threshold guardians are both nurturing and fearsome.  They strive to keep individuals within the safety of social boundaries and those who attempt to breach these margins incur their wrath.  The ‘dutiful little Scottish boy’ of Evans’ research remained within the boundaries of social expectations, but clearly drew little pride or satisfaction from his conformity.  Access to the ‘zone of magnified power’ for creative writers is beyond the threshold guardians who caution against creative writing in the first place, and then beyond those who determine which writers are to be admitted – agents, publishers, theatre, film and television producers.  Just as Orpheus has to negotiate Charon and Cerberus on his journey into the underworld, writers must find ways to beguile and throw sops to those who bar their way, and this is achieved with their writing – Orpheus has his lyre, writers have their writing.

I have been very fortunate in that I have always experienced nothing but encouragement for my own creative writing, both in my personal life and in the course of my studies.  I have been a scriptwriter since junior school and consequently do not see creative writing as anything other than an ordinary activity – for me it does not lie beyond the threshold of social expectations, but within them.  Having practised the craft all my adult life, I feel that my ownership of the activity is complete and there is little danger of my being dispossessed of it.
‘…a solitary, obscure, frequently disappointing way of pursuing a life…’

Of course, feeling that you are entitled to be a creative writer does not mean that writing is not, as Bradbury puts it, ‘a solitary, obscure, frequently disappointing way of pursuing a life’.  Although my experience of the attitude of others towards my writing has always been positive, writing itself has often proved a laborious process with little likelihood of success, reward or recognition.  Even when one does not face social opposition to one’s writing, the cost of pursuing the life of a creative writer can be counted in the risk and sacrifice of what (in Campbell’s terms) ‘the usual person’ might expect from life.  Robert McKee (1998:150) offers a stark summary of what an aspiring (screen)writer is ready to risk, remarking that determined writers frequently sacrifice many years of their lives, the possibility of pursuing a more lucrative career and endanger their intimate relationships because their ‘ambition has life-defining force’.  The life defined by the force of a writer’s ambition, according to McKee, seems akin to ordination to the Roman Catholic priesthood, with the acceptance of the vocation’s precepts of poverty, chastity and obedience.  In the absence of profound religious conviction, it seems reasonable to ask why anyone would risk so much of life’s usual success and rewards for such a thankless existence.  An understanding of what motivates a creative writer to write might also inform the writing process.  In drama, a character’s behaviour is governed by his or her motives and the writer must discover what these are in order to determine the way in which the character behaves.  Similarly, it is possible that an understanding of what motivates a writer to write will inform the writing process.  This could extend both to the content of the writing and the practical approach to the activity – if writers are able to gain insights into what drives them to write, they might develop strategies for getting the most from their writing.

Creative Writing and Freudian Psychosexual Development

In the closing remarks of his lecture ‘The Paths to the Formation of Symptoms’, Sigmund Freud (1975ii:376) suggests that an artist’s desire to create is rooted in his or her desire for the very things that McKee contends the aspiring writer puts at risk:

An artist is once more in rudiments an introvert, not far removed from neurosis.  He is oppressed by excessively powerful instinctual needs.  He desires to win honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women; but he lacks the means for achieving these satisfactions.  Consequently, like any other unsatisfied man, he turns away from reality and transfers all his interest, and his libido too, to the wishful construction of his life of phantasy, whence the path might lead to neurosis.
The thrust of Freud’s argument is that neurotic symptoms are developed when individuals fail adequately to make the transition from infantile egocentricity through application of what he terms the ‘reality principle’.  The reality principle reconciles individuals psychologically with the impossibility of achieving continual pleasure – the constant demand for pleasurable experience Freud, of course, names the ‘pleasure principle’.  In early infancy, Freud argues, a child’s concept of the world is that it is at the centre of existence and that nothing exists except to fulfil its needs – as far as the infant is concerned, it controls the world.  Because newborn babies are entirely dependent on the care of others and have no experience of life beyond this, the egocentric delusion persists for a time as carers gratify the child’s needs on demand.  Appignanesi and Zarate (1999:77-78) describe how Freud pointed out that a child’s primary need is for nourishment and satisfying that need provides its primal source of pleasure.  Since pleasure is sought initially through the mouth, Freud named the earliest phase of psychosexual development the ‘oral phase’.  As it grows, the child realises that the source of this pleasure (its mother’s breast) is not available to it on demand, nor is its supply dependent on the will of the child alone, but also on that of its carers.  With the intrusion of this reality on its consciousness, the developing child learns to repress its desire for oral pleasure.  Appignanesi and Zarate point out that this initial infantile repression is found reflected in mythology in the story of the fall from paradise – Adam and Eve are expelled from the Garden of Eden for indulging their desire for oral pleasure with the forbidden fruit.

With the passing of the oral stage of psychosexual development, Freud argues, the reality principle has not impinged sufficiently upon a child’s consciousness for it to believe that it can be denied a source of continual pleasure entirely.  The infant next explores the possibilities for pleasure offered by the voluntary excretion and retention of faeces during the ‘anal stage’ of its development.  As well as the sensual satisfaction the ability to control its bowels offers, this is also an opportunity for the child to present its carers with a ‘gift’, something it has ‘created’ from itself.  When its parents dispatch its initial attempt at creativity promptly, and discourage interest in and attachment to its ‘creations’, the child perceives that this source of pleasure is also taboo and to be repressed.

The implication here is that the creative impulse is rooted in the anal phase of psychosexual development.  Anthony Storr (1991:24) quotes the psychoanalyst Dr Humberto Nagera’s study of Vincent van Gogh, which draws the following unsubtle conclusions:

The media of oil painting form a traditionally well-known outlet for the gratification of otherwise forbidden anal impulses; the consistency, the strong smells, the messiness are highly enjoyable for the anal personality and allow for the non-conflictive gratification of the impulses to touch [the faeces], to enjoy the strong and diverse smells, to mess, etc.
Many of the arts, including, for example, pottery and photography, provide opportunities for such sensual pleasures, but connections with the anal stage of psychosexual development are less overt when applied to creative writing.  Here, Freud’s theory might better explain why individuals recoil from creativity rather than practise it.  If the ability to retain and excrete faeces voluntarily enables a primal act of creation, which is greeted with disgust and rejection by its audience, individuals may well repress their future creative impulses to avoid further rejection.  An individual’s unconscious association of creativity with anal taboos might certainly result in the feeling that the creative impulse is ‘dirty’, something to be discouraged both in oneself and in others, and, if it is exercised, the activity should be kept hidden.  (This could account for the abandonment or concealment of creative writing found in Evans’ study.)

The third phase of psychosexual development posited by Freud is the phallic or genital stage.
  During this phase, the developing child experiments with pleasuring itself by stimulating its genitals, only to find that this too meets with the disapproval and discouragement of its carers.  Thus at every stage of its earliest development a child finds itself thwarted in its pursuit of pleasure – pleasure, the child learns, is something to be denied and repressed, and the reality principle encroaches absolutely on the pleasure principle.

Freud (1975ii:371) summarises the process of psychosexual development in his lecture on the formation of symptoms:
The human ego is, as you know, slowly educated by the pressure of external necessity to appreciate reality and obey the reality principle; in the course of this process it is obliged to renounce, temporarily or permanently, a variety of the objects and aims at which its striving for pleasure, and not only for sexual pleasure, is directed.  But men have always found it hard to renounce pleasure; they cannot bring themselves to do it without some kind of compensation.

Eric Berne (1968) agrees that the pleasurable experiences of early life are not sacrificed without some form of restitution in adulthood.  In his introduction to Games People Play, which catalogues and explores recurrent patterns in social behaviour through the psychoanalytical technique of transactional analysis, Berne emphasises the importance of physical intimacy for both psychological and physiological health.  Here he is not (necessarily) referring to sexual intimacy, but points to research that shows that infants deprived of handling over protracted periods slip into irreversible physical decline.  Sensory and social deprivation, he continues, have also been discovered by despotic regimes to be highly effective in the coercion of political compliance, and solitary confinement in prisons is a feared punishment for even the most hardened of inmates.  Even under ordinary circumstances where such stimuli are not deliberately denied, individuals must find ways of compensating for inadequate stimulation:

The social psychiatrist’s concern in this matter is with what happens after the infant is separated from his mother in the normal course of growth.
  […] after the period of close intimacy with the mother is over, the individual for the rest of his life is confronted with a dilemma upon whose horns his destiny and survival are continually being tossed.  One horn is the social, psychological and biological forces which stand in the way of continued physical intimacy in the infant style; the other is his perpetual straining for its attainment.  Under most conditions he will compromise.  He learns to do with more subtle, even symbolic, forms of handling, until the merest nod of recognition may serve the purpose to some extent, although his original craving for physical contact may remain unabated.

(1968:14)

Berne goes on to assert that in order to fulfil their needs, individuals substitute a desire for recognition for their primal craving for physical contact, and that acts of recognition can be equated directly with those of contact.  Because of this equation, Berne terms acts of recognition ‘strokes’.  As suggested in the passage quoted above, a simple greeting represents a stroke since it is an act of recognition, but not one likely to sate an individual’s hunger for recognition.  Strokes that are more satisfying might come in the form of compliments from peers or recognition from someone of high status, but since stroking at this level is an abstraction from the original need, the nature and frequency of each stroke will vary according to each individual.  Berne offers the contrasting examples of a Hollywood film star and a scientist to illustrate this point; while the star might receive thousands of strokes every week in the form of fan mail, the scientist may have to labour at research for many years before his or her efforts are recognised and acclaimed by peers.  Substantial strokes for creative writers might include acceptance of a manuscript for publication, applause or laughter from a theatre audience, or the award of a literary prize.  Even Samuel Johnson’s acerbic quip that no one but a blockhead ever wrote for anything except money can be seen in terms of a writer’s quest for acknowledgment.  A willingness to offer money as well as time and attention for a work of creative writing is a substantial act of recognition for an author, so the writer who claims to write only for money is demanding strokes of this significance constantly.  Of course, Johnson’s implication is that writing should be seen as nothing more than a way to earn a living, but if the hunger for recognition has the constant, compulsive power that Berne claims, no form of employment could be excluded as a potential source of strokes.

Freud’s view is that the mechanism by which individuals accommodate the loss or forbiddance of former pleasure is fantasy.
  Unlike Berne, he does not believe that human beings can ‘subsist on the scanty satisfaction which they can extort from reality’ (1975ii:372), but realise their frustrated desires in the mental realm of make-believe.  Since what they crave is rooted in an earlier time – as far back as in their mothers’ arms or during the oral stage of psychosexual development – Freud suggests that the creation of fantasy worlds is perfectly analogous to that of nature reserves.  Just as the establishment of a wildlife park is intended to preserve the protected area of countryside in its original condition, safe from the demands of agriculture and industry, so an individual’s fantasy world provides a haven for the point in time at which he or she was happy, secure from the encroachment of reality.  Freud points out, however, that while the reservation is protected from external influences, ‘Everything, including what is useless and even what is noxious, can grow and proliferate there as it pleases.’  The make-believe Eden of an individual’s fantasy world thus becomes a place in which he or she is able to realise thwarted desires and fulfil wishes unencumbered by the strictures of reality.  Freud is clear that the inhabitation of such a fantasy world is symptomatic of an individual’s unhappiness and dissatisfaction with reality.  He writes in his paper ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’ (1990:134) that:

We may lay it down that a happy person never phantasies, only an unsatisfied one.  The motive forces of phantasies are unsatisfied wishes, and every single phantasy is the fulfilment of a wish, a correction of unsatisfying reality.  These motivating wishes vary according to the sex, character and circumstances of the person who is having the phantasy; but they fall naturally into two main groups.  They are either ambitious wishes, which serve to elevate the subject’s personality; or they are erotic ones.

Freud, then, is inclined to believe that works of creative writing are attempts by their authors to fulfil frustrated desires and correct in fantasy what they find unsatisfactory in reality.

At a superficial level, there is little in the above to object to.  If a person is truly satisfied with and fulfilled by the reality of his or her life, what reason would he or she have for recourse to fantasy?  If it is not possible to find anything wanting in reality, it should be equally impossible to imagine improvement in a make-believe alternative.

In the first place, though, it is difficult to conceive of anyone so beatifically contented with everything in life that he or she is unable to imagine further satisfaction.  Such euphoric fulfilment is likely to be found only in those under the influence of drugs or who have been lobotomised, and it is unlikely that Freud would classify such individuals as truly ‘happy’.  But Freud does not restrict wish-fulfilment in creative writing to the imaginary realisation of ‘happy’ ambitions.  In his essay, he compares the work of the creative writer with a child at play.  Like a child, he remarks, a writer creates a fantasy world that he or she takes very seriously, investing it with large amounts of emotion, while separating it sharply from reality.  He concludes that the unreality of the fictive world

[…] has very important consequences for the technique of [the writer’s] art; for many things which, if they were real, could give no enjoyment, can do so in the play of phantasy, and many excitements which, in themselves, are actually distressing, can become a source of pleasure for the hearers and spectators at the performance of a writer’s work.

(1990:132)

The ‘Excitement’ of Conflict
Most drama and fiction depicts ‘many excitements which, in themselves, are actually distressing’ since it is conflict that drives narrative and conflict in reality is not a source of pleasure.  Referring again to Buzz McLaughlin’s (1997:20) tripartite formula for dramatic structure –

Central Character → Conflict/Dilemma → Resolution

– we observe that the dramatic energy of a work of fiction derives from the conflict undergone by the central character.  Conflict arouses and maintains the audience’s interest in and attention to the work.  Without sufficient conflict, the audience’s attention will wane and it will lose interest in both the characters and their progression through the narrative.  David Mamet (2000:9) draws a comparison between the necessity for conflict in drama and the progress of ‘the perfect ball game’:

What do we wish for in the perfect game?

Do we wish for Our Team to take the field and thrash the opposition from the First Moment, rolling up a walkover score at the final gun?

No.  We wish for a closely fought match that contains many satisfying reversals, but which can be seen, retrospectively, to have always tended toward a satisfying and inevitable conclusion.
Just as a walkover victory in a sporting competition is unsatisfactory because the winning team has not been seen to be tested, drama without conflict fails to interest because the central character has not undergone any trial.  The tension originating in the possibility of failure or defeat is the fascination of observing a sporting event or a drama.  In the legend of Orpheus and Eurydice, the dramatic tension arises from the possibility that Orpheus, having fought so hard for his bride, will lose her again through weakness.  When, at the final moment, Orpheus snatches a fatal glance back at his lover, this confirms that his prize was truly at stake and, ultimately, he was unequal to the challenge.  If the lovers emerge from Hades, their success has the feel of a walkover victory and the tension of the narrative is dissipated.

Freud’s grandson generated dramatic tension in his fort-da game by throwing his reel into his crib.  Although he knew he could retrieve the reel, its disappearance signified the possibility of permanent loss and the pleasure he experienced on its retrieval was generated through the anxiety of its absence.  As Mamet points out, the narrative tends towards the satisfying conclusion (the child always knew he could retrieve the reel), but the final satisfaction could not exist without the intervening anxiety.

This is why traumatic events depicted in fiction are a source of pleasure.  In most cases, their depiction is not pleasurable in itself – although, as explored below, there are some examples in which this might be the case – but they serve to build dramatic tension and the release of this yields pleasure.  Even where a narrative’s denouement does not represent a victory for its central character, dramatic tension is still released.  In Hamlet, for example, the Prince of Denmark lies dead at the play’s close, but the final scene releases the dramatic tension that has been accumulated throughout the drama.  Hamlet’s procrastination in avenging his father’s murder builds and fuels the tragedy’s tension as confrontation and resolution are continually postponed.  When Hamlet acts impulsively and slays Polonius, his action serves to compound the tension since the killing brings Hamlet no closer to his goal and makes him the object of Laertes’ vengeance, thus generating a further tension that demands resolution.  The final duel breaks the suspense of the play as Hamlet is driven, finally, to his goal and slays Claudius, but it is a Pyrrhic victory because the hero himself is fatally wounded by Laertes’ envenomed sword.  The yield of pleasure for the audience here is not derived from satisfaction with the hero’s eventual triumph, having undergone trials that seemed likely to overwhelm him, but from release from the suspense generated by the hero’s prolonged deferment of action.

The release of dramatic tension, whether this is as a result of the central character achieving or failing to reach his or her goal, is thus what produces pleasure in narrative.  What Freud calls distressing ‘excitements’ portrayed in fiction do not necessarily yield pleasure themselves.  Instead, the central character’s transgression of these ‘excitements’ is the source of satisfaction.  The depiction of such stimuli in fiction is unsurprising since anything that serves to generate dramatic tension is a useful inclusion if a creative writer is to make his or her work compelling.  If, as Freud suggests, the creation of fiction is an act of wish-fulfilment, it seems that this operates at a more complex level than the simple vicarious realisation of an unsatisfied desire.

Fantasy and the Creative Process
Further unpicking of Freud’s (1990:134) assertion that ‘every single phantasy is the fulfilment of a wish, a correction of unsatisfying reality’ reveals it as an entire over-generalisation.  In writing this essay, for example, I am imagining its completion – how it will be organised, what it will contain, its physical appearance.  Likewise, while I was writing the plays contained in the accompanying portfolio, I imagined how they might appear when presented on stage – how they might be acted, the way their sets and lighting could be designed, what their audiences’ reactions might be and so on.  Daydreaming about completing this work does not fulfil the wish to complete it, since, if this were the case, I would not continue working on it but satisfy myself with the daydream.  The fulfilment of the wish here is only reached at the point when my plays were performed or when I submit this essay.  Of course, many would-be writers do content themselves with the fantasy of completing works of fiction – it is axiomatic that when aspiring writers say they would like to write a novel, they really mean that they would like to have written one.  For creative writers who do finish works, though, the vision of their completion sustains rather than fulfils the desire through comparison of their daydreams of what their work will be with the present state of its creation.  As I write this, I have a vision in mind of what it will become and am continually weighing this image against my present progress.  If I was unable to do this, I would have no idea what stage of completion I had reached, and the process of creating this work would proceed in an entirely haphazard manner.  The ability to fantasise is an essential element of the creative process, since without an incipient daydream nothing could come to fruition.  ‘Every single phantasy’ is not ‘the fulfilment of a wish’ because, for example, a recipe is a fantasy about a cake, an architect’s design is a fantasy about a building and a musical score is a fantasy about a symphony, but the wish in each case remains unfulfilled until the cake is baked, the building built or the symphony performed.

Anthony Storr (1989:62) concurs that fantasy has a function beyond simple wish-fulfilment.  In a chapter on ‘The Hunger of Imagination’, Storr points out that dissatisfaction with reality is what engenders the creative process.  As I have suggested above, the creation of anything from a novel to a building is precipitated by dissatisfaction with the object’s non-existence, and Storr stresses that lack of contentment with the present order of things is what has made human beings so successful a species.  Freud’s belief that the function of the reality principle is to replace fantasy with reason implies that the ‘happy person’ is content to both accept prevailing reality and take no steps to make changes in it – reasoning that the strictures of reality are inevitable and unavoidable and no amount of fantasy can escape this.  As Storr notes, this is anathema to the biological success of a species, since those animals that are incapable of adapting to change in their environment become extinct.  Human beings are able to adapt to extremes of climate and have even learned to survive in outer space and the ability to do so, Storr comments, has evolved from dissatisfaction with prevailing reality.  He concludes that

If, unlike Freud, we assume that an inner imaginative world is part of man’s biological endowment, and that man’s success as a species has depended upon it, we can see that we should not merely strive to replace phantasy by reason, as Freud would have us do.  Instead, we should use our capacity for phantasy to build bridges between the inner world of the imagination and the external world.  The two worlds will never entirely coincide, as we might suppose happens in the case of animals whose life-cycles are chiefly governed by innate patterns of behaviour.  But that is not a matter for regret. If our reach did not exceed our grasp, we should no longer be human.  A race of men which lacked the capacity for phantasy would not only be unable to imagine a better life in material terms, but would also lack religion, music, literature, and painting.

(1989:66-67)

Of course, suggesting that Freud rejected any recourse to the world of the imagination as effete fantasising is stretching what he means by fantasy.  Acting on a creative or scientific vision by devising strategies for bringing the imagined creation into existence or proving a hypothesis, then monitoring progress by continually comparing the current stage of development in the creative process with the envisaged outcome, is to employ the reality principle.  Just as, according to Freud, the developing child modifies its pleasure-seeking behaviour according to external pressures, so creative individuals accept and adapt to the limits of what they are actually able to achieve in comparison to their inceptive vision.  As quoted above, Storr points out that ‘the two worlds will never entirely coincide’, and Lévi-Strauss (1966:21) agrees that the interposition of the limitations of reality on a creative project means inevitably that the outcome will differ from the creator’s original vision, pointing out that the surrealists termed this phenomenon ‘objective hazard’.  The dynamics of creative vision are dependent on the ability to reconcile fantasy with reality and fuse these in order to realise a necessarily modified fulfilment of the initial wish.  As suggested above, pure fantasy is its own fulfilment, the imaginary realisation of a desire unsatisfied in reality, and this is what Freud probably means by ‘phantasy’.

The ‘Splinter of Ice’ and Building ‘Castles in the Air’

Accepting Freud’s remark that ‘every single phantasy is the fulfilment of a wish’ is an overstatement that unravels under the slightest scrutiny, it remains apparent that the creative writer seems to straddle the effete daydreaming of the pure fantasist and the dynamic vision of those whose creations are not works of fiction.  As explored above, the creative writer must possess the discipline to realise his or her vision for a work of creative writing – to write a novel instead of merely enjoying the fantasy of having written one – but the material he or she employs in realising that vision is the stuff of daydreams.  Creating an imaginary world inhabited by nonexistent characters is, as Freud also comments in his paper ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’ (1990:133), building ‘castles in the air’, but the phantasmal battlements are most often constructed from material gathered from the writers’ personal reality – the exhortation to ‘write what you know’ is a creative writing cliché.  In terms of Lévi-Strauss’s metaphor of the bricoleur described above, the creative writer gathers together real experiences against their future usefulness in works of fiction.  In his autobiography, A Sort of Life, Graham Greene (1999:134) recalls how he impassively gathered material for use in his writing while witnessing a death on a public hospital ward where he was recovering from an appendectomy:

The victim was a boy of ten.  He had been brought into the ward one afternoon, having broken his leg at football.  He was a cheerful child with a rosy face and his parents stayed and chatted with him for a while until he settled down to sleep.  One of the nurses ten minutes later paused by his bed and leant over him.  Suddenly there was a burst of activity, a doctor came hurrying in, screens went up around the bed, an oxygen machine was run squeaking across the floor, but the child had outdistanced them all to death.  By the time the parents reached home, a message was waiting to summon them urgently back.  They came and sat beside the bed, and to shut out the sound of the mother’s tears and cries all my companions in the ward lay with their ear-phones on, listening – there was nothing else for them to hear – to Children’s Hour.  All my companions but not myself.  There is a splinter of ice in the heart of a writer.  I watched and listened.  This was something that one day I might need […]
As this implies, the substance of fiction need not be personal – there is plenty of scope for the accumulation of ideas from the lives of others; at second hand from friends and acquaintances or third hand from sources such as newspaper stories – but it is likely that material amassed from elsewhere will be coalesced with the creative writer’s own experience in constructing the fictive world.  Given that real experiences are malleable in a work of fiction and can be adapted to a creative writer’s wishes, is it possible that an author will be unable to resist the temptation to modify what is personal to him or herself in order to correct a situation in fantasy that is unsatisfactory in reality?  This is an accusation worth pointing at one’s own work in order to uncover the motives for having written it.

Among the play scripts in the accompanying portfolio, Touchy Feely is the one in which I have most explored my own experience.  While it would be a mistake to read the play as autobiography, the script draws on my experience of training to be a student helpline counsellor, of blindness and of being in unrequited love.  The main themes of the play centre on the first two of these.  In the script, I aimed to satirise what I perceived to be the pitfalls of counselling – that the activity might become an end in itself rather than a means to help those seeking counselling to resolve personal problems, and that the needs of the counsellor can become as much a priority in the relationship as those of the client.  I endeavoured to use the central character’s disability as a way in which to illustrate these points, aiming to show that there are those who enjoy a disabled person’s dependence on them and can become dependent on this in turn as a source of satisfaction.  On a broader level, I found that the play was about inability to communicate; in the first place because focussing on the process of communication leads ironically to an inhibiting self-consciousness, and secondly where the censure of political correctness restrains communication because of the fear of giving offence.

The theme of unrequited love (or lust) in Touchy Feely provides the play with narrative cohesion.  Guy’s pursuit of Kelly brings him into conflict with both her and the play’s other characters, allowing, in the process, exploration of the work’s other motifs described above.  This aspect of the play also seems to offer the greatest scope for vicarious wish-fulfilment.  If Freud’s theory that ‘every single phantasy is the fulfilment of a wish’ is accurate, it would follow that Guy’s desire for an intimate relationship with Kelly would be consummated within the fictive world of the play.  However, the fantasy of Touchy Feely is a fantasy of rejection – I deny the central character both fulfilment of his desire for a relationship with Kelly and, by his own rejection, the consolation of a liaison with Juliet.  If writing Touchy Feely was an act of wish-fulfilment, I would appear to be seeking rejection in fiction where I am accepted in reality.  Assuming that I am not so perverse, writing Touchy Feely seems more akin to repetition-compulsion than to wish-fulfilment, with my repeating unpleasant experiences in fiction rather than vicariously realising pleasant ones.  As explored above, though, the consummation of a relationship between Guy and Kelly would not serve the drama well – it would have the feel of a walkover victory.  The unrequited love relationship in the play provides not only narrative cohesion, but also dramatic tension.

‘Nothing Can Happen to Me!’ – the Creative Writer as Hero

Freud’s concept of wish-fulfilment in fiction is not limited to the simple imaginary realisation of an author’s unachieved desires, but extends to his or her surrogate portrayal of him or herself in a heroic light.  In ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’, he points out that a uniting feature of much fiction is that it centres on a single character for which the writer attempts to win his or her readers’ sympathy.  The writer also bestows good fortune on the hero, Freud continues, so that the principal character finds a way out of, or is rescued from, all difficulty.  He remarks that if a volume closes with a hero’s near death, he can confidently expect the next one to open with that character’s complete recovery.  Because the story cannot continue without the author’s favoured character, the continued wellbeing of that character within the story is assured.  Freud continues that:

The feeling of security with which I follow the hero through his perilous adventures is the same as the feeling with which a hero in real life throws himself into the water to save a drowning man or exposes himself to the enemy’s fire in order to storm a battery.  It is the true heroic feeling, which one of our best writers
 has expressed in an inimitable phrase: ‘Nothing can happen to me!’  It seems to me, however, that through this revealing characteristic of invulnerability we can immediately recognise His Majesty the Ego, the hero alike of every day-dream and every story.

(1990:137-138)

To level the accusation of egotism at myself, I am ready to admit that I have a tendency in my work to award the best lines to the characters with whom I identify most closely.  This was true of Touchy Feely to the extent that the play’s three female characters tended to become mere foils for the barbed wit of the principal role.  In terms of Freud’s assertion that writers attempt always to win their audience’s approval for their central characters, though, Touchy Feely again bucks the theory.  One of the main problems in staging the play was ensuring that the audience’s sympathy for the central character was retained.  There was the possibility that he might appear so hostile and acerbic that the audience would find him entirely unattractive and in consequence become uninterested in following the progress of the play.  Again, in opposition to Freud’s theory as outlined above, a writer need not try to engage an audience’s sympathy or empathy for a central character in order to win their attention.  If this were necessary, a character such as Shakespeare’s Richard III, for example, would be entirely uninteresting.  While it is difficult to find anything in Richard’s behaviour with which to sympathise, his ruthless malevolence makes him a fascinating character and arouses curiosity about what he might do next within the action of the play.  The challenge in producing Touchy Feely was to ensure that the central character’s bilious badinage made him likewise attractive and not repellent to the audience.  If writers are attempting to do as Freud suggests and win approval for their central characters, this end is best served by creating characters that arouse the audience’s interest and hold its attention, no matter how personally unappealing these characters might seem to the author.

As a commentary on the way in which fiction functions, Freud’s conclusions on the invincibility of a writer’s heroes unravel.  As noted above, Joseph Campbell (1988:206-207) remarks how in the worldwide variations of the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice the versions in which the lovers emerge successfully from Hades lack credibility.  According to Freud, though, any writer retelling this myth would imbue Orpheus with the strength and fortitude not to look back to see if Eurydice is behind him.  The fiction of wish-fulfilment (and Freud contends that this includes all fiction) admits no human fallibility in its heroes since it is nothing more than daydream in which ‘Nothing can happen to me!’

‘Lashed to the Mast’ – the Artist’s Reworking of Fantasy

Freud asserts that the fantasy function of art (and in particular literature) operates for both artist and audience.  What separates artist from audience, he believes, is the ability to refashion personal fantasy for general consumption.  In his lecture ‘The Paths to Formation of Symptoms’ (1975ii;376), Freud comments:

Access to the half-way region of phantasy is permitted by the universal assent of mankind, and everyone suffering from privation expects to derive alleviation and consolation from it.  But for those who are not artists the yield of pleasure to be derived from the sources of phantasy is very limited.  The ruthlessness of their repressions forces them to be content with such meagre day-dreams as are allowed to become conscious.  A man who is an artist has more at his disposal.  In the first place he understands how to work over his day-dreams in such a way as to make them lose what is too personal about them and repels strangers, and to make it possible for others to share in the enjoyment of them.  He understands, too, how to tone them down so that they do not easily betray their origin from prescribed sources.  Furthermore, he possesses the mysterious power of shaping some particular material until it has become a faithful image of his phantasy; and he knows, moreover, how to link so large a yield of pleasure to this representation of his unconscious phantasy that, for the time being at least, repressions are outweighed and lifted by it.
While drawing a distinction between the fantasising of the artist and ordinary daydreaming, the conclusions of this statement are muddled.  Freud points out that artists take personal fantasies and rework them so that they are accessible and appealing to a wider audience in the form of works of art, but then remarks that the works remain ‘faithful images’ of the original fantasies.  He has no suggestions about how this is achieved, except to remark (unscientifically) that it is through a ‘mysterious power’ possessed by artists.  The first paradox apparent here is that if fantasies are reshaped for realisation as works of art, how can those works of art be ‘faithful images’ of the original fantasy?  Furthermore, if an initial daydream or fantasy is personal to an individual, how is it possible to surmise how accurate a representation a particular work of art is of a personal fantasy if the artist shrouds the incipient fantasy in the work of art?  Freud also suggests that the fantasies upon which works of art are based are unconscious, but, if this is the case, they are presumably not consciously available to the artist.  Therefore, does an artist unconsciously work over an unconscious fantasy to produce a beguiling work of art, or does the shaping of the raw material take place consciously?

Amidst the jumble of questions thrown up by the above quotation it is possible to detect many of the issues covered above.  As I have described, T S Eliot believed that the larger part of the work of a writer is critical or conscious labour.  I have contended, with Dorothea Brande, that this is probably true to a lesser extent than Eliot suggests, but given that critical, conscious effort is an essential (but not necessarily the most important) element in the writing process, it seems unlikely that writers remain consciously oblivious to the nature of the imaginative material with which they are working.  Freud seems, however, to suggest that works of art function in the same way in which he believed dreams operate – their true meanings coded in symbolism.  This would suggest that psychoanalysts might uncover the unconscious fantasies of works of art through interpretation of their symbolism.  Freud (1990) attempts this with interpretations of works by writers including Shakespeare, Goethe, Ibsen and Dostoevsky, but such analysis is, by its nature, a matter of conjecture.  It is possible that in the same way that Jung suggests that archetypes in the collective unconscious are inaccessible consciously because once they are made conscious they are changed, the mental raw material for works of art is similarly inaccessible because the process of mediating this into art changes it.

Applying Lévi-Strauss’s analogy of the bricoleur, it can also be contended that the fantasies on which Freud claims writers base their work are not meaningful in themselves, but only take on meaning when they are used in works of fiction.  In the same way in which the bricoleur gathers materials at random against their possible future usefulness but with no specific task in mind, creative writers gather ideas for their writing uncertain of how and where these will eventually be applied.  If this is the case, there is no intimate relationship between the gathering of material and its eventual application.  A bricoleur’s off-cuts of timber, half-used cans of paint and sundry glue, screws and nails can be applied as required, for example, in the construction of a conservatory, repair of a doorframe or assembling of shelving, but there is nothing in the essence of the randomly gathered inventory that predestines the materials for any particular purpose.  Likewise, a writer gathers material through experience for use in his or her writing, but there is nothing in the material that determines its eventual application.  Graham Greene’s (1999:134) intent observation of a child’s death in a hospital ward because it ‘was something that one day I might need’ does not imply that Greene expected to write about a child who dies unexpectedly in hospital following a sporting injury.  From Greene’s account, it seems evident that the specific details of the actual event were unimportant, but Greene’s ‘splinter of ice’ compelled him to scrutinise the suffering of the child’s parents in order that he could incorporate the emotional trauma he observed in a future writing project.  From this experience, he could extract the emotional details and adapt these for the requirements of a subsequent work of fiction.  This example demonstrates well how Lévi-Strauss’s analogy of the bricoleur can be applied to creative writing.

As I have noted, Freud’s theories on creative writing imply that the imaginary worlds conjured in fiction are arenas in which writers work out their unfulfilled fantasies.  This suggests that creative writers retain an intense emotional involvement with the material from which they construct their fantasy worlds while still separating them sharply from reality.  As Greene’s experience shows, reality informs the fantasy but writers must retain sufficient detachment from it in order to be able to evaluate its usefulness for adaptation for inclusion in their work.  In his book on mythic structure, The Writer’s Journey, which is based closely on the work of Joseph Campbell, Christopher Vogler (1996:130) describes the writer’s relation to reality as follows:

When you are getting ready to undertake a great adventure, the Ordinary World knows somehow and clings to you.  It sings its sweetest, most insistent song, like the Sirens trying to draw Odysseus and his crew onto the rocks.  Countless distractions tempt you off track as you begin to work.  Odysseus had to stop up the ears of his men with wax so they wouldn’t be lured onto the rocks by the Sirens’ bewitching song.

However Odysseus first had his men tie him to the mast, so he could hear the Sirens but would be unable to steer the ship into danger.  Artists sometimes ride through life like Odysseus lashed to the mast, with all senses deeply experiencing the song of life, but also voluntarily bound to the ship of their art.  They are refusing the powerful Call of the world, in order to follow the wider Call of artistic expression.

Vogler here, somewhat lyrically, makes the point that writers lead a dual existence, both immersed in their lives and simultaneously detached from them.  Apparent here again is a dual perspective, which, it can be argued is impossible because of the homunculus problem described above – while it is logically impossible to live both inside and outside of one’s own experience, the illusion persists.  Vogler’s impression is that writers do not, as Freud contends, seek refuge in the imaginary worlds of fiction, but deliberately forsake compelling and seductive realities in favour of their art.  Unlike Greene’s ‘splinter of ice’, though, which tends toward detachment from and emotional indifference to reality, Vogler suggests that a writer’s departure from the real world is more in the nature of a sacrifice.  Odysseus bound to the mast of his ship both experiences and is forced to resist the song of the Sirens in order to pursue his chosen course – he is an enforced observer who yearns for pleasure as keenly as those who are unfettered and free to pursue it.  The legendary hero sacrifices the freedom to pursue worldly pleasures, which he knows might destroy him, in order to remain on his chosen path, but is simultaneously acutely aware of the sacrifice he is making.  Similarly, according to Vogler, a writer experiences the pleasure and pain of reality while taking care not to allow these to prevent him or her writing.  The desire to write has precedence over other desires – as McKee (1998:150) points out, it has life-defining force.

The ‘Way Back to Reality’

Unless a work of creative writing is entirely self-indulgent (and so unlikely to appeal to anyone apart from its author), it seems that a writer’s attempt to take refuge in the fantasy of his or her fiction will eventually succumb to the intrusion of reality.  While Freud is reluctant to desert his position that creative writing, along with other forms of fantasy, is essentially an act of wish-fulfilment, he is willing to concede that writers and artists find ways in which to reconcile the fantasy of their work with reality.  They do this, he argues (1975i:224), by employing fantasy in harmonising the pleasure and reality principles:

Art brings about a reconciliation between the two principles in a peculiar way.  An artist is originally a man who turns away from reality because he cannot come to terms with the renunciation of instinctual satisfaction which it at first demands, and who allows his erotic and ambitious wishes full play in the life of phantasy.  He finds the way back to reality, however, from this world of phantasy by making use of special gifts to mould his phantasies into truths of a new kind, which are valued by men as precious reflections of reality.  Thus in a certain fashion he actually becomes the hero, the king, the creator, or the favourite he desired to be, without following the long roundabout path of making real alterations in the external world.  But he can only achieve this because other men feel the same dissatisfaction as he does with the renunciation demanded by reality, and because that dissatisfaction, which results from the replacement of the pleasure principle by the reality principle, is itself a part of reality.

So, a creative writer finds his or her way back to reality through the articulation of commonly held dissatisfactions and renunciations that are imposed by reality.  The fantasy of a creative writer’s fiction, Freud argues, is purged of purely personal associations during the writing process, and the writer wins the esteem of his or her audience by creating imaginary worlds that fulfil collective wishes.  In this manner, Freud concludes in his lecture ‘The Paths to Formation of Symptoms’ (1975ii:377), an artist wins ‘honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women’.

The Myth of the ‘Happy Person’

In stating that an artist’s creations appeal to others because they feel the same discontent with reality that the artist does, Freud diminishes his statement that ‘a happy person never phantasies, only an unsatisfied one’ (1990:134).  If the dissatisfaction caused by the replacement of the pleasure principle by the reality principle applies generally and ‘is itself a part of reality’, there can be no such person as a ‘happy person’, since everyone experiences the same discontents caused by the renunciations reality enforces.  Freud here admits that discontent is part of the human condition and that everyone seeks to counter the privations enforced by the reality principle through at least some recourse to fantasy.  If ‘a happy person never phantasies’ and to be such a person is to be taken as the ideal norm, fantasy is reducible to a neurotic symptom, which should be treated in order to restore a state of mental health.  As I have discussed, though, if human beings were always entirely contented with the prevailing state of affairs it is unlikely that the species would survive, since it would not – because it simply would not deem it necessary – adapt to changes in its environment.  The distinction here, then, is not between those who fantasise and those who do not, since a degree of fantasy is common to everyone, but between those for whom fantasy is simply a diversion and those who are so dissatisfied with reality that they retreat into fantasy.

As Storr (1991) notes, Freud is ambivalent in his approach to writers and artists and this uncertainty is evident in the above quotation.  In the first place, he portrays the artist as an effete individual who is absorbed by fantasy.  He suggests that this absorption takes the place of ‘making real alterations in the external world’, implying that the better course is to make such changes without recourse to fantasy.  He then concedes that artistic endeavours do not represent total withdrawal from reality since the artist mediates his or her fantasies in external forms that can be understood and appreciated by others.  By these means, the artist wins the respect and approval from others he or she originally craves and thus finds a path back to reality.  This, for Freud, seems an unsatisfactory reconciliation with the external world since it is achieved by way of exploiting collective dissatisfaction with reality rather than by directly addressing the causes of that dissatisfaction.  Freud ultimately will not let go of his conviction that ‘a happy person never phantasies’ and that fantasy is therefore something that should be subject to purgation.

Creative Writing and the Reality Principle

In general, I can raise few objections to Freud’s view that artists and writers seek to win approval, respect, love and financial reward through their work, or that their work might originate in imaginary wish-fulfilment.  As I have suggested, the creative process for writers of fiction begins – to employ again Lévi-Strauss’s model of the bricoleur – by interrogating an inventory of ideas gathered from personal experience and adapting these for use within a particular work.  Since the raw material for creative writing is so intimately bound up with a writer’s own experience, it seems inevitable that he or she will be tempted to revise the facts to suit a particular private fantasy.  As I remarked at the outset of this discussion, it is as well for a writer always to suspect his or her motives in composing a piece of creative writing to ensure that the work is not merely an act of self-indulgent wish-fulfilment.  However, while I can raise no objection to the above, it seems that Freud does not allow for the encroachment of the reality principle on the writing process itself.  He seems to suggest that once a writer embarks on the composition of a work, he or she is able to escape reality entirely.  While this might be the case for the pure fantasist – someone for whom the fantasy is an end in itself – it is untrue for a creative writer who is attempting to shape his or her imaginings for the consumption of others.  Reality encroaches on the writing process on two levels – both at the point of a writer’s approach to the activity of writing and in determining what is actually written.

I have touched on the impact of reality on the writing process previously.  As McKee (1998:150) and Vogler (1996:130) point out, a writer must actively resist, risk and sacrifice everyday rewards and satisfactions in order to make time for his or her writing.  Creative writing consumes time and energy that might otherwise be devoted to an alternative career or to maintaining and building relationships with others.  Of course, these rewards are precisely what Freud suggests a writer seeks to win with his or her writing, but his impression is that this approach is more passive than proactive.  As shown above, Freud’s view is that a writer turns away from the dissatisfactions of reality when writing instead of addressing them directly.  This is to say that deciding to devote time to writing is purely escapist, an effete alternative to direct action.  While Freud allows that successful writers and artists are able eventually to win the rewards they seek through their writing, he suggests that this route is peculiar in that its goals are reached by at first disengaging from them and retreating into the imagination.  He does not acknowledge that the process of achieving success as a creative writer is as fraught with difficulty as engaging in any other activity that might bring similar rewards and benefits.  The impression is that creative writing goes on in an imaginative vacuum unhindered by the constraints of the reality principle.  The slightest consideration of this proposition reveals it to be inaccurate.
Essentially, the reality principle entails the deferment or displacement of gratification with activities that might eventually lead to its fulfilment.  Work, for example, involves surrendering time and effort that might be spent in activities that are more pleasurable in order to provide, in the first place, for basic needs such as food and shelter.  While, given complete freedom of choice, it might seem preferable not to be required to use time and effort in this way, the strictures of economic reality compel individuals to do so.  Assuming that more than sufficient income can be generated through work to meet an individual’s most basic needs, the individual can employ the surplus in pursuing activities that give him or her pleasure – the activities he or she would engage in all of the time if not required to work.  The reality principle functions on a mundane level in this way.  The pleasure-seeking individual is forced to defer gratification of his or her particular desire until he or she has the wherewithal to realise it.  No amount of fantasy will allow an individual to circumnavigate the economic imperative of work since it is only through work that basic needs can be met.  No sane individual can, therefore, retreat entirely into fantasy, untroubled by the reality principle, and this applies as much to creative writers as anyone else.  Given that only the minority of creative writers are able to earn their living by writing or enjoy a private income that allows them to pursue the occupation, the remainder must reconcile the desire to write with the need to work.  In this way, writing itself is frequently a gratification that must be deferred according to the dictates of the reality principle – time to write is something that must be earned through other employment.

Committed creative writers organise their lives to maximise the amount of time available for their writing, or, Freud might argue, to extend the periods they spend in fantasising.  However, indulgence in the gratification of immersion in the writing process is far from free of the impositions of the reality principle.  In Freud’s terms, the goal of the writing process must be to produce fictive texts of a quality that proves attractive to an audience, since this is the only means by which writers may win ‘honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women’.  If these are the ultimate goals of the creative writer, writing itself is a further deferment of gratification, since it is a task that must be completed in order to reap its eventual rewards.  For writers who must work at other employment in order to write, the reality principle imposes a sequence of deferments as they work to write and write to win what they desire.  Given the speculative nature of the work of aspiring writers, this sequence is frequently a closed circuit of deferment as each completed work is refused publication, performance or broadcast.  This circuit can be broken only through publishing success or by abandoning writing aspirations.  Writers who persist despite the continual deferment of gratification apply the reality principle in learning to improve the quality of their writing so that future work has a greater chance of publication.  This is not to imply that resilient creative writers attempt to write commercially by pursuing a particular market, but learn to exploit the successful aspects of their own particular styles so that their subsequent writing has more appeal to audiences.  Of course, there are those who claim to write only for their own pleasure and do not seek to reach or appeal to a wider audience.  If this is really the case and not merely denial of true ambition, the work of these writers can be consigned to the realm of the pure fantasist since their writing is its own fulfilment and, like an onanistic daydream, not subject to the rigours of the reality principle.  For those writers whose goal is to reach a wider audience, the writing process departs increasingly from pure fantasy as they learn to broaden their work’s appeal.  The reality principle therefore impinges at the levels of earning time to write and on the content of the eventual writing.

A further implication of Freud’s reasoning that the creative writing process goes on largely in the realm of fantasy and daydream is that it is essentially a right-brain activity.  As I have discussed above, though, the writing process employs both of the brain’s hemispheres in the initial composition and subsequent evaluation of a work.  Neither activity is more important or essential to the process than the other, nor is it accurate to claim that either is dominant.  Right-brain fantasising gives way to left-brain evaluation and analysis during a work’s composition, so that the completed work is a product of the unconscious imagination mediated through conscious rationalisation.  In this manner creative writers ‘work over [their] day-dreams in such a way as to make them lose what is too personal about them and repels strangers, and to make it possible for others to share in the enjoyment of them’ (Freud (1975ii:376)).  The functions of the brain’s right and left hemispheres can be equated to those of the pleasure and reality principles.  The unconscious mind conceals desires that are not readily realisable and are necessarily repressed and moderated by the conscious mind so that the desire for pleasure can be reconciled with its limited availability in reality.

Freud’s theories on the motives for creative writing are compromised by a tangle of contradictions.  As I have described, his essential belief that creative writers seek sanctuary from an unsatisfactory reality in the fantasy of fiction fails to acknowledge that the creative writing process is subject to the reality principle.  Pure fantasists are unable to produce works of creative writing either at all or of sufficient quality to appeal to a broader audience because they lack the discipline to apply themselves to the process rigorously.  There is little room for self-indulgent fantasy in creative writing because the activity demands that the inceptive vision be tested against reality and revised accordingly until it is crafted into a form that has broader appeal.  This process means that escape into the ‘half-way region’ of fantasy is transitory and creative writing offers its practitioners only scant relief from reality.

The temptation to single out creative writing as an activity that offers a haven in delusion is understandable because both writers and audiences realise fictional worlds through their imaginations.  This, however, fails to recognise that most activities at least originate in the imagination.  The preparation of a simple meal, for example, begins as an imaginary vision of what is to be prepared and the goal of assembling the meal is arrived at by a process of comparing the present state of preparation with the vision of the completed meal.  What distinguishes this from pure fantasy is, of course, that fantasy has no goal beyond momentary individual diversion; nothing results from it.  Creative writing differs sharply from this because its goal is to produce an artefact – a book, a film, a play, a poem – with which others can engage their imaginations.  Creative writing is, therefore, as much a process of turning ideas into realities as any other activity that requires planning and vision.  As such, it cannot be consigned to the realm of effete fantasy simply because its works are both created and realised within the imaginations of authors and their audiences.  If this were a legitimate claim, it could equally be applied to any exchange of ideas.  Freud’s own work is scarcely represented in reality beyond numerous weighty tomes, his life’s work truly existing only in the minds of those who read and study his writings.  There is little in real terms, then, to separate Freud’s theorising from the output of creative writers and, it might be argued, he created an academic refuge from reality.

The other aspect to Freud’s characterisation of artists in general is that they seek to sate ‘excessively powerful instinctual needs’ through their work, otherwise lacking the ‘means for achieving these satisfactions’.  This is to suggest both that others are not as subject to the desire to fulfil instinctual needs as artists and that there are more direct means of achieving them than by the circuitous route of creating works of art.  First of all, it seems ridiculous to suggest that instinctual needs are anything but ‘excessively powerful’, since they are by definition fundamental in nature.  Freud sums these needs up in the phrase ‘honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women’, covering a spectrum of desire from which few can claim exemption.  The need to win the respect of others and influence over them is manifest in human nature and a high level of success in doing so is demonstrated in the additional achievement of wealth and fame.  Even if an individual does not set out to become rich or famous, he or she will at least desire the respect, approval and affection of his or her peers.  Likewise, the need to be sexually attractive is highly compelling and patently not restricted to artists.  Freud offers no reason why these basic human desires are particularly acute for those inclined to be artists, and his focus lies not on the desires themselves but on artists’ approach to realising them, suggesting, as I have remarked, that this is more than usually circuitous.

As I have discussed, an artist’s ‘way back to reality’ lies, for Freud, in winning the esteem, wealth, fame and sexual attractiveness he or she craves through his or her art.  This can be seen in terms of application of the reality principle – the artist repressing his or her desires while completing a work of art in order to achieve gratification through the art.  There is no reason, however, to draw as sharp a distinction as Freud’s between this process for an artist and that for anyone else.  Freud’s statement that artists lack ‘the means for achieving these satisfactions’ supposes that ‘the means’ to win esteem, wealth, fame and sexual attractiveness are somehow readily available to non-artists.  Non-artists are, however, as subject to the reality principle in realising their primal desires as artists, and the distinction between the two lies not in whether gratification must be deferred, but in what is done to achieve gratification.  The gratification offered by the esteem of others, for example, is granted in response to estimable acts and these acts must be performed before esteem is granted.  A sportsperson might win esteem through his or her sporting skills, for example, and a businessperson through financial and strategic acumen, while others are esteemed for the consistency and reliability with which they perform their jobs.  Gratification of the desire to be esteemed by others is only achieved once an estimable act has been performed and recognised, and the sating of the desire must be deferred until the act is performed.  Likewise, if one wishes to be wealthy, one must work at something liable to generate wealth before that desire can be fulfilled.  There is no exemption from the reality principle, which demands that individuals undergo a process of deferment before their desires are gratified.  The creative writing process might draw more extensively on the imagination and be less assured of success than other activities, but in terms of the pursuit of desire there is little to distinguish it from, for instance, an athlete training for a sporting competition or an accountant studying to pass his or her professional examinations – all are necessary deferments of gratification.

Art and Desire
Because Freud puts special emphasis on artists as individuals in pursuit of desire, stating that their instinctual needs are ‘excessively powerful’, he reduces the production of art to a neurotic symptom of this pursuit.  If artists are truly seeking to win ‘honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women’ through their work, it follows that there is no need for them to continue to practise their art once these goals have been achieved.  Removal of the cause, it seems reasonable to suggest, will result in an end to the symptom.  Applying this rationale specifically to creative writing, a logical conclusion is that successful writers need produce no more work than is necessary to secure the prizes they wish for.  Having won social esteem, wealth, fame and sexual attractiveness through their writing, they are able to set their work aside and enjoy its benefits.  A cursory glance at successful writers from any period shows that many have maintained a prolific writing output while simultaneously enjoying the rewards of their previous work.  Fulfilment of particular desires does not, therefore, lead to the termination of the activity engendered by its pursuit – successful creative writers continue writing regardless of their success.
This line of reasoning offers the spurious opportunity to pretend that instead of being rooted in the pursuit of very human desires, the output of writers and artists transcends baser wants and needs so that the work becomes its own fulfilment.  In Freud’s view, the elevation of art into acts of transcendental purity is an example of what he termed ‘sublimation’, whereby, as Barry (2002:97) points out, ‘repressed material is “promoted” into something grander or is disguised as something “noble”.  For instance, sexual urges may be given sublimated expression in the form of intense religious experience or longings.’  In the same way, announcing that a novel or a painting is a ‘work of art’ serves in part to expurgate it of its author’s motive forces.  In this sense, the notion of ‘art’ is itself an act of sublimation, determined, despite evidence to the contrary, to take the view that artists are high-minded beings seeking to create works of art as an end in themselves rather than as a means of achieving baser desires.  Adoption of the ‘art for art’s sake’ argument is as preposterous as the Hollywood studio, Metro-Goldwyn-Meyer, adopting that phrase as its motto.  The Hollywood system operates on the profit motive and that motive persists no matter how many films are produced or how much profit is generated – to pretend otherwise is a kind of industrial sublimation.  Neither is it reasonable to argue that art is above desire.  The desires that engender the creative writing process may not be as palpable as the profit motive, but they endure regardless of the amount of success a writer enjoys.  Just as the Hollywood system’s appetite for profit is insatiable, so too is a committed creative writer’s desire to write.  There is something in the nature of the desire itself, rather than in what is desired and whether or not this is fulfilled that drives the creative writing process.  For an answer to what this might be, it is necessary to look beyond Freud’s simplistic motivational model based on the fulfilment of clearly defined desires.

The Elusiveness of Desire

Given that it is impossible to express the nature of the desire to engage in the creative writing process in terms as specific and concise as Freud’s, the compulsion to write seems to be driven by desires that ultimately elude definition.  A parallel might be drawn here between the phenomenon of desire and that of magnetism.  While it is possible to demonstrate that magnetism exists by showing its effects – the way in which magnets attract other metals, how they can be used to generate electricity, the fact that the magnet in a compass points northwards and so on – it is impossible to say definitively what magnetism is.  The Collins English Dictionary offers variously that magnetism is ‘the property of attraction displayed by magnets’, ‘any of a class of phenomena in which a field of force is caused by a moving electric charge’, ‘the branch of physics concerned with magnetic phenomena’ and ‘powerful attraction’, demonstrating that magnetism can only be described in terms of effect and not in those of essence.  Likewise, the fact that the desire to produce works of creative writing exists is manifest in that innumerable works continue to be produced, but it is less easy to show what constitutes that desire.  In clinical terms, it is possible to describe the symptoms of creative writing, but not their cause.

Freud’s tendency to view creative writing as a symptom of neurosis seems objectionable because the term ‘symptom’ is usually associated with aberration.  A symptom is an undesirable result of a physiological or psychological malfunction that must be remedied by correcting the causal fault.  It seems natural to resist the view that creative writing falls within this category because the activity yields pleasure for both authors and audiences, and this is at odds with the fact that symptoms more usually bring pain or discomfort.  Freud is not alone, though, in his impression that a compulsion to write bears at least some of the characteristics of an illness.  In his autobiography, Out After Dark, the Irish author and playwright Hugh Leonard (2002:194) claims that
[...] writing is neither profession nor vocation, but an incurable illness. Those who give up are not writers and never were; those who persevere do so not from pluck or determination, but because they cannot help it: they are sick, and advice is an impertinence.
While this hyperbolic statement gives no indication of the cause of the creative writing ‘illness’, it suggests that its genesis is in something that cannot be rectified.  Creative writing is ‘incurable’ because its motive forces are insatiable and it is impossible to intervene to end them.  As I have suggested in the previous section, however, it is inaccurate to apply this phenomenon specifically to creative writing.  The pursuit of desire is endemic in the human condition and its manifestations vary from individual to individual.  In this sense, creative writing is a symptom, but it is only one symptom of an epidemic of desire.

This again raises the question of what is at the root of desire and shows that desire, like magnetism, is demonstrable only in its manifestations and cannot be described essentially.  While this might be the case, it may be possible to ascertain something of the nature of desire through its symptoms.  In the introduction to the revised edition of his book, Enjoy Your Symptom! Jacques Lacan in Hollywood and Out, Slavoj Žižek (2001) finds an elemental articulation of the nature of desire in a children’s book by Shel Silverstein – The Missing Piece (1976).

The central character of The Missing Piece is what Žižek (2001:vii) describes as ‘an it, a circle with a point for an eye and a triangular gap for a mouth’.  The gap of the object’s ‘mouth’ prevents it being a complete circle and Silverstein begins his story with the declaration that, ‘It was missing a piece.  And it was not happy.  So it set off in search of its missing piece.  And as it rolled it sang this song:  “Oh I’m lookin’ for my missin’ piece/I’m lookin’ for my missin’ piece/Hi-dee-ho, here I go,/Lookin’ for my missin’ piece.”’
  Following a long journey, the object eventually comes across a circular segment that would fit perfectly into the gap of its mouth, making it whole.  The segment, however, refuses to unite with the object, saying, ‘“Wait a minute!  I am not your missing piece.  I am nobody’s piece.  I am my own piece.  And even if I was somebody’s missing piece I don’t think I’d be yours!”’  The object rolls dejectedly on its way and in the course of its adventures encounters several pieces that are willing to unite with it.  These, though, are variously the wrong shape and do not fit perfectly with the object.  Another does not hold tightly enough so that it is lost as the object rolls along, while another holds too tightly and breaks under the pressure.  Eventually, the object meets a segment, which, like the first, seems to be a perfect match.  Following its rejection by the original complementary piece, the object asks this segment if it is anybody else’s missing piece and, if not, whether it wants to be its own piece.  The segment replies that it is no-one else’s piece, adding, ‘“I can be someone’s and still be my own.”’  With this, the object and segment unite, enabling the object to roll with increasing speed because it is now a complete circle.  The greater pace means, however, that the object can no longer pause on its way to smell a flower or talk to a worm and, with its mouth stopped by the missing piece, it is no longer able to sing.  Unable to reconcile itself with the loss of its ability to pause or to sing, the object sets the missing piece down carefully and continues alone, singing quietly, ‘“Oh I’m lookin’ for my missin’ piece/I’m lookin’ for my missin’ piece.”’

As Žižek points out, the paradox of desire is its ability to survive its own fulfilment.  The Missing Piece shows that there is greater pleasure in the articulation of desire (in the object’s song) than in its fulfilment.  The drive to articulate desire exists even while it is satisfied and desire can only be given expression through absence of the object of desire.  This phenomenon is evident in Freud’s grandson’s fort-da game where the child was able to give expression to his desire to be with his mother only in terms of her absence.  Instead of playing the fort-da game, the child might simply have substituted his reel for his mother while she was away, fulfilling his desire to be with her symbolically through an attachment to the reel.  In order to give expression to his desire, though, the child threw the reel into his crib – setting down his ‘missing piece’ – to signify the undesired state of affairs.  This demonstrates that the child awarded primacy to the expression of his desire over its fulfilment – the need to articulate his desire to be with his mother was more compelling for him than to realise it symbolically through the reel.  Desire thus eludes its own fulfilment and demands articulation.

I have described earlier how the fort-da game contains the rudiments of narrative form – in Eagleton’s (1992:185) terms, disrupting and then restoring an original settlement.  As author of this game, the child simply repeated its narrative identically, the simple structure serving his purpose in articulating his desire.  Just as the game can be used as a structural model for more complex narratives, its repetition might also be found reflected in creative writers’ continuing output.  Unlike Freud’s grandson, creative writers seek alternative ways in which to express the narrative form of disruption and restoration – forever constructing fresh paroles of the narrative’s langue – but at a structural level, the repetition is identical.  While Freud sees creative writing as a means by which writers strive to sate unfulfilled desires, then, it might alternatively be viewed as an articulation of these.  Here the question persists that if creative writers truly seek to win status, wealth, admiration and sexual attractiveness through their writing, why does their writing continue once they have secured these benefits?  The model of creative writing as articulation rather than pursuit of desire offers an explanation of this because it disconnects desire from its fulfilment.

Such a disconnection lends credence to the platitude that creative writers write ‘because they have something to say’, although not in the sense that the cliché intends.  If works of creative writing are articulations of their authors’ desire, their actual content is secondary to these articulations.  The fictive worlds that creative writers conjure are sops thrown to their audiences to distract them from the desire that the works truly articulate.  Creative writers speak of their desire by producing work, although they pretend or believe that their work’s content is its primary expression.  In this sense, creative writing speaks of its authors more than they speak through it.

The disconnection of desire and fulfilment means that desire cannot be truly expressed.  If desire was sated by its fulfilment, it could be expressed in terms of that fulfilment, but because it survives fulfilment, it cannot be given a finite description.  The notion of ‘art for art’s sake’ offers an example of this paradox.  Accepting hypothetically that an artist truly desires to produce works of art for art’s sake, each work of art he or she produces is not a fulfilment of that desire but an expression of it.  The concept of ‘art’ survives the production of works of art and none of these is a complete expression of the concept.  The artist who desires to produce art for art’s sake will never find fulfilment of that desire because there will always be the concept of art for the sake of which to produce works of art.  Art and desire are alike because both ultimately elude articulation.

The elusive nature of desire is a problem with which Jacques Lacan wrestled.  In the opening paragraph of his book on the psychoanalyst, Malcolm Bowie (1991:1) writes:

‘It is precisely because desire is articulated that it is not articulable.’
  […]  Desire is the subject-matter of psychoanalysis, but something is always left out when the analyst writes about it.  A shadow has fallen across his page and will not go away.  However hard he tries to ‘articulate desire’ – by constructing a theory of it, say – desire will always spill out from his sentences, diagrams or equations.  But theories should not be silent on that which eludes them, Lacan insists.

The core of the problem of creating a theory of desire is in its articulation.  Desires can only be articulated through language and language is ultimately unequal to the task of articulating them.  Language is able to offer only incomplete expressions of desire and, as Silverstein’s fable of The Missing Piece shows, incompleteness is the motive force of desire.  In the same way that, as I have attempted to show, desire is disconnected from its fulfilment, language is disconnected from what it represents and this in turn contributes to the incompleteness of its representation.  The way in which language functions is at the heart of Lacan’s theories.

Since language is the medium of creative writers, it is reasonable to hypothesise that its nature plays an essential role in their motivation to write and determines what they write.  I will attempt to explore the extent to which this is the case through the following examination of Lacanian thought, looking firstly at the way in which the nature of language drives desire (including the desire to write) and progressing to a consideration of how this impinges on the creative writing process.

The Imaginary and the Symbolic

For the larger part, Lacan’s theories are a re-evaluation and reframing of Freud’s, placing, as I have suggested, special emphasis on the role of language in psychoanalysis.  As Barry (2002:111) points out:

Lacan [pays] allegiance to the intellectual dominance of language studies: he asks (rhetorically) ‘how could a psychoanalyst of today not realise that his realm of truth is in fact the word?’  Language, then, is central, and this is so because in investigating the unconscious the analyst is always both using and examining language – in effect, Freudian psychiatry is entirely a verbal science.  And the unconscious is not a chaotic mass of disparate material, as might formerly have been thought, but an orderly network, as complex as the structure of language: ‘what the psychoanalytic experience discovers in the unconscious is the whole structure of a language’.
However, while the psyche comes to be structured as a language, it does not begin in language and yet becomes enslaved by the limitations language imposes on it.  Lacan identifies and delineates the phenomena of the imposition of the language system on the consciousness and its subsequent strictures in his three concepts of the imaginary, the symbolic and the real.

In developmental terms, it is the concept of the imaginary that first imposes itself on the consciousness.  Infants initially develop limited spatial awareness and motor skills and, from the age of six months, enter what Lacan calls the ‘mirror-stage’ of development.  Lacan (2002:2) writes that he often reflected upon

[…] the startling spectacle of the infant in front of the mirror.  Unable as yet to walk, or even to stand up, and held tightly as he is by some support, human or artificial (what, in France, we call a ‘trotte-bébé’), he nevertheless overcomes, in a flutter of jubilant activity, the obstructions of his support and, fixing his attitude in a slightly leaning forward position, in order to hold it in his gaze, brings back an instantaneous aspect of the image.

The effects of the infant’s ability to recognise its own reflection are twofold.  Firstly, it confronts the child who is, as Madan Sarup (1992:102) puts it, ‘in a state of nursling dependency and relative motor inco-ordination’ with an image of itself that is both ‘fixed and stable’.  The image allows the infant to glimpse a version of itself that overcomes its helplessness – a helplessness that makes for a fragmented and uncoordinated existence – and presents instead an assimilated whole.  From this holistic image, the infant is able to construct a ‘spectral ego’, building its identity in terms of its unified mirror image.  The mirror-stage of development thus allows the child to put on the ‘clothes’ or ‘armour’ of an integrated visual identity through which it might constitute itself as a social individual.

The second effect of the mirror-stage is a result of the child’s construction of its differentiated identity.  In order to position itself within its reality, the infant realises that it must employ an identity that exists outside of itself.  While the child is able to associate itself with its reflection in the mirror, it recognises that there is no integral relationship between itself and the identity it constructs around its image.  The identity is symbolic and, as such, it is impossible to achieve union with it.  The mirror-stage is therefore both unifying and alienating – it presents the child with a unified image of itself that gratifyingly contradicts its hitherto fragmented experience, but alienates through its demonstration that there is an experience outside of the child’s own.  In this way, the mirror-stage initiates the infant in the concept of self and other, a notion that itself is alienating to an individual who has not yet drawn such a distinction.

The alienation inflicted on the child during the mirror-stage is compounded by its induction into the realm of the symbolic.  In fact, it can be argued that the two concepts overlap and the imaginary is in part symbolic because, although it is concerned with images (such as that of a child in a mirror), these are signifiers in less abstract form.  A person’s reflection in a mirror, for example, is a signifier for that person and so too is their name.  There is, however, a less arbitrary relationship between a person and their reflection than that between a person and their name.  A reflection is a phenomenon of a person’s existence signified through a naturally occurring physical representation of that person; their name represents them through the artificial and arbitrary application of words.  While the child finds its reflection in a mirror alienating because it is disconnected from it, the signifier constructed by the reflection at least depends on the child’s existence to occur.  The signification of language is entirely independent of the child and its representation does not require the actual existence of any particular individual.  This is demonstrated by fiction in which nonexistent individuals are represented through language in the same way that real people must also be signified.  Barry (2002:113) points out that characters in a novel amount to no more than ‘assemblages of signifiers clustered around a proper noun’, but ultimately this is the only way in which anyone might be represented through language.  If someone is asked to describe who they are, they must assemble signifiers that apply to their identity – their name, sex, age, occupation, marital status and so on – but they are unable to represent themselves entirely uniquely in language because all of the signifiers (words) they employ might also be applied to others.  Even an individual’s name is not a wholly specific representation of a particular person because there are likely to be others that also bear that name and, even if there are not, there is no reason why the name should not be given to another person.  In fact, Lacan (1966) argues that an individual’s name is the initial means by which they are enslaved by the symbolic.  In his essay ‘The Insistence of the Letter in the Unconscious’ (in Lodge (1988:82)) he writes, ‘The speaking subject, if he seems to be […] a slave of language, is even more so of a discourse in the universal moment of which he finds himself at birth, even if only by dint of his proper name.’  In other words, an individual’s induction into language begins at birth when he or she is given a name, placing him or her instantly into the symbolic order even though he or she has as yet developed no notion of that order.

Lacan (Lodge (1988:82)) points out that in this way ‘language and its structure exist prior to the moment at which each individual at a certain point in his mental development makes his entry into it.’  This is self-evident in the case of language, since children learn to speak from their carers, but there are further symbolic systems in place that predate both an infant’s birth and its awareness of them.  In addition to being subject to the imposition of an arbitrary place in the symbolic order through being given a name, an infant is also positioned within familial and social structures that it has no part in determining.  Sarup (1992:103) gives the example of a child being told ‘You are just like your father!’, a statement that again defines the child in terms of pre-existing structures and not in those of its own uniqueness.  Infantile notions of self and other must therefore be constructed in terms of the established order within which there is no room for true self-expression because that order is self-referential – it does not expand to encompass a new individual, but merely invokes what already exists.  Thus, a fresh place in the symbolic order is not created for a child; the child is substituted into a position occupied by its predecessors.  This also applies retrospectively, so that the father of the child who is told that he is just like his father was also told that he was like his father and so on, so that the structural position of ‘father’ was never occupied by a particular person but by an endless succession of individuals.  In this way, no-one can claim possession of their position in the social structure – the structure belongs to itself and not those who are substituted into it.

The alienation associated with the inability to individually possess or be identified entirely with social and communicative structures persists beyond infanthood and throughout life.  This phenomenon is particularly apparent in language.  All human needs and desires must be mediated in order to communicate them and the process of mediation subtracts from the original message.  It is of course apparent that this mediation is achieved through channels in addition to verbal or written dialogue, but signification via body language or gesture, for instance, is still a process of mediation that is at least as volatile a means of communication as the use of words.  This volatility is a factor of the way in which language functions symbolically.  If someone attempts to express his or her emotions for another person by, for example, saying, ‘I love you’, the words serve only to represent the feelings; they cannot convey those feelings with complete conviction or integrity.  Again, this is because the words do not belong exclusively to a specific speaker or situation and might be used by anyone.  The fact that the words ‘I love you’ are uttered with such frequency in a multiplicity of circumstances demonstrates that their meaning shifts according to context and is thus compromised.  Two lovers in the midst of a passionate affair, for instance, will use the words in an attempt to convey the strength of their sexual desire for each other, while a mother might say the same words to her child to signify her maternal devotion.  Equally, the phrase might be employed in a loveless relationship as a habitual leave-taking or be invoked in order to persuade someone to behave in a particular way.  The emotions or desires signified by the words ‘I love you’ differ sharply and yet they all employ the same signifiers, demonstrating the arbitrary relationship between signifiers and what they signify.  Because the same words are used multifariously, they can never be equal to their intended meaning, leaving articulation always wanting.  This deficiency forever thwarts individuals’ attempts to say what they mean and mean what they say even in their most intimate moments and thus the medium of language is constantly alienating.

Lacan (Lodge (1988:83)) expresses the slippage of the signified beneath the signifier in the formula

S

—

s

wherein S represents the signifier and s the signified object.  The formula demonstrates that the two exist in parallel and are therefore never equal.  To illustrate this, Lacan gives the example of the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’ adorning separate doorways.  He notes that this particular conjunction usually signifies a public toilet because of the social convention of sexual segregation during confinement for the performance of bodily functions.  While this association is most likely to be the one made on observing the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’ on or around a door, Lacan points out that this signification is by no means fixed.  He posits (Lodge (1988:85)) that two children seated opposite each other on a railway train pulling into a station might observe the words individually, the first exclaiming, ‘Look, we’re at “Ladies”!’  The other child responding, ‘Idiot!  We’re at “Gentlemen”.’  This hypothetical situation functions as a weak joke, its humour arising from the possibility that the children on the train could mistake the lavatory signs on the station for its place name.  This in turn depends on tacit acknowledgement that the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’ displayed on a station are not entirely tied to the signification of public toilets.  Given that they denote male and female toilets when associated with separate doorways, it is also apparent that the words ‘gentlemen’ and ‘ladies’ are loaded with signification beyond that of gender identification.  The words ‘women’ and ‘men’ or ‘female’ and ‘male’ might just as well be used to denote sexual segregation, but the British convention for toilets is to use ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’, implying a further distinction beyond that of gender.  The deployment of the latter words implies deferentially that the individuals for whom the separate conveniences are intended are not only members of either gender, but also people of refinement and status.  The choice of the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’ to indicate a lavatory is therefore more courteous in intention than the blunt functionality of either ‘male’ and ‘female’ or ‘men’ and ‘women’, adding a further layer of meaning to the signage.  Signification thus extends well beyond the contextual limitations of the signifier, with identical signifiers capable of resolving multiple meanings in a given situation.

Lacan (Lodge (1988:85)) comments that the ‘the rails’ in the story of the children on the train ‘offer a material counterpart to the line’ in the formula S/s – like train rails, signifier and signified always run in parallel and never converge.  A further correspondence can be drawn between the formula and the station and train in the story.  Signified objects arrive and depart from the ‘station’ of the signifier, each remaining at the ‘platform’ of signification only transiently.  This analogy is evident in the above example of the social position of ‘father’ being occupied by a succession of individuals, each merely passing through that societal location.  In language, personal pronouns provide an even more transitory illustration – I might use the word ‘I’ to refer to myself in conversation, for example, but it is not likely to be long before the person to whom I am speaking employs the same word to refer to him- or herself.  Signifiers can therefore be seen as a series of symbolic locations through which signified objects pass, their signification changing fluidly with the transition of each separate signified object.

This model, though, does not fully reflect the extent to which language functions independently.  The implication of the railway station analogy is that, however fleetingly, signifiers refer directly to a particular signified object, but, as Lacan points out (Lodge (1988:86-87)), signifiers refer only to themselves in an endless chain of signification.  To employ the above example again, the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’ signify ‘toilet’, but ‘toilet’ in turn is a signifier that can be applied multifariously.  ‘Toilet’ might be used to signify anything from a luxuriously appointed water closet to a simple hole in the ground, or even be applied to a place that is not a ‘toilet’ in the sense of being somewhere to perform bodily functions, but a place that is dirty or unpleasant.  As I have already suggested, the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’ are loaded with signification in that even in this particular context they not only signify lavatorial sexual segregation, but also the gentility or refinement of the people for whom the conveniences are provided.  This in turn signifies that the provider of the facilities wishes to be courteous to those who will make use of them, which again signifies the relationship between the provider and user, and so on.  It would be possible to continue unpicking the signification of the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’, revealing only fresh signifiers at every juncture, the words eluding ultimate signification.  This phenomenon is perhaps most obvious when looking up words in a dictionary.  The dictionary defines words in terms of other words and, if the words in the original definition are looked up in turn, the dictionary is ultimately able to offer only further words to define these.  Signifiers are thus signifiers for other signifiers and the chain of signification is endless.  A further analogy might be drawn here with the pastime of ‘surfing’ the internet.  This activity does not have the retrieval of a particular piece of information as its goal; instead the internet user ‘surfs’ across websites with no particular destination in mind, locating each subsequent site using hyperlinks on the previous one.  In the same way, signifiers imply further signifiers with none proving a point of ultimate signification.  This self-referential closed circuit contributes to language’s alienating effect because, as I have described above, individuals are unable to find unique signification within it – signifiers, such as proper nouns and personal pronouns, which seem to locate individuals intimately within language refer more directly to other signifiers than to the people they seem to represent.  The symbolic order of language is thus a system that exists independently of what it symbolises and is impervious to unique representation of signified objects or individuals.

Obviously, although language functions independently of what it signifies, it does have significance outside of itself since, if it did not, it would be impossible to convey meaning through language.  The important characteristic of language’s relative functional independence, though, is that its role as signifier is always partial, that is, as I have explored, the signifier is never equal to the signified object.  There is thus a shortfall between what is signified by language and the entirety of what is signified.  Lacan (Lodge (1988:88)) illustrates this phenomenon through the concept of metonymy.  Metonyms refer to either attributes or parts of signified objects, yet encompass the whole objects within their partial signification.  Examples such as referring to so many ‘head of cattle’ or to ‘twenty sails’ for twenty ships clearly imply the whole animals or ships and not just their heads or sails.  Likewise, saying that someone ‘hit the bottle’ implies that they drank alcoholic drink, the metonym referring directly only to the vessel to invoke both it and its contents.  While such instances are those that seem to be the ones to which the term ‘metonym’ might best be applied, it is apparent that all of language functions metonymically.  This is again manifest in the example of proper nouns.  A person’s name is a set of words applied to them in order that they might be identified; it neither describes nor defines them but is merely what they are called.  Referring to someone by name is metonymical because it encompasses their whole being within a few words.  It is manifestly impossible to surmise an individual’s entire existence in such a terse statement, but if it were necessary to attempt a more comprehensive description of an individual each time they were referred to, communication would be cumbersome and unwieldy.  The dynamics of communication thus demand that partial signification is allowed to stand for the whole of the signified object and language is in essence metonymical.

The way in which language is necessarily capable of resolving only a partial representation of what Lodge (1988:79) terms the ‘world of things’ is significant for Lacan in that this perpetual shortcoming proves ultimately the wellspring of desire.  As I will explore, Lacan saw the alienation experienced because of the incompleteness of personal representation in the symbolic order as the stimulus that motivates human beings to behave in particular ways.  Herein lies an answer to the principal question that I have been addressing in this essay – what motivates creative writers to write?  Before bringing Lacan’s thinking to bear on this issue, though, I will first investigate the way in which the metonymical nature of language determines the relationship between creative writers and their audiences with a view to demonstrating how this influences the creative writing process.

Mind the Hermeneutic Gap: Creative Writing and Metonymy
The implication of the idea of language as an independent order is that its users engage with it passively.  Since language pre-exists its speakers and they play no part in determining its structure, they have no choice but to succumb to its influence and be determined, defined and described by it.  In fact, the logical conclusion of asserting language’s autonomy is that it might somehow exist without its speakers.  This, of course, is nonsense because without users, language could not exist and there would be no need for it to do so.  The notion of the independence of language is thus a factor of its communality.  In order to communicate, individuals must have a language in common and, since that language belongs to everyone, it belongs to no one in particular.  The common ownership of a language means that it functions independently of any individual or group of individuals within the entire group of the language’s speakers, and it is in this sense autonomous.  Despite being forced to submit to the collective will in terms of the way in which a language is structured, though, its speakers are proactive in both its deployment and reception.

To employ again Lacan’s hypothetical example of the children on a train interpreting the lavatory signs at a station as its place name, the children might be seen as acting proactively in their reading of the signs.  While the railway company conforms to convention in marking its toilets with the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’, thus acting in accordance with prescribed structures, the children fall into the metonymical gap between the signs’ intended meaning and the possibility for alternative significations.  If the children simply mistake the lavatory signs for the station place name, they are mistaking one structural convention for another – the convention of marking toilets with the words ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’ for that of marking the station’s place name in a similar way.  If, however, they are joking and are fully aware that the signage is intended to indicate toilets, they are acting proactively by juxtaposing the two conventions.  This demonstrates that the metonymical nature of language allows autonomy of interpretation – the fact that a signifier is not entirely synonymous with what it signifies leaving room for alternative significations.

Wolfgang Iser (1978) points out that both author and reader play active roles in the creation and realisation of a literary text.  While the author seems to be the most active partner in this relationship in as much as he or she creates the text in the first place, the reader is by no means passive in the realisation of the text since he or she must actively interpret what has been written.  The literary text, Iser (1978:274) posits, thus exists somewhere between the two extremities of its creation by its author and realisation by its reader, which he terms the ‘artistic’ and ‘esthetic’ poles of the text.  A text does not exist in its manifestation as an artefact – so a book is not a text but merely the means by which a text might be realised – but at the intersection of its author’s creation and its reader’s interpretation.  This means that the author’s intentions at the artistic pole of a literary text are realised differently at its esthetic pole because a reader actively interprets what an author has written.  Iser therefore proposes that a literary text is a joint product of the imaginations of both its author and reader, not predominantly that of its author.  This is because the author’s inceptive vision does not arrive in the mind of the reader unmodified by the transition and, Iser (1978:275) argues, neither is it reasonable for the author to expect it to do so:

Laurence Sterne remarks in Tristram Shandy:  ‘…no author, who understands the just boundaries of decorum and good-breeding, would presume to think all:  The truest respect which you can pay to the reader’s understanding, is to halve the matter amicably, and leave him something to imagine, in his turn, as well as yourself.  For my part, I am eternally paying him compliments of this kind, and do all that lies in my power to keep his imagination as busy as my own.’  Sterne’s conception of a literary text is that it is something like an arena in which reader and author participate in a game of the imagination.  If the reader were given the whole story, and there were nothing left for him to do, then his imagination would never enter the field, the result would be the boredom which inevitably arises when everything is laid out cut and dried before us.

Iser concludes that an author’s task is to leave sufficient work for his or her readers’ imaginations so that they are able to play a proactive part in the realisation of a literary text, rather than merely being passive receptacles for the authorial imaginings.

The point in a drama script where this task is most testing is at its outset when the author is attempting to introduce his or her audience to the characters who people the script.  The exposition of characters must be achieved in a way that does not to draw attention to it and, as Iser suggests, leaves much to the audience’s imagination and deductive powers.  In his satirical radio play, This Gun That I Have in My Right Hand is Loaded, Timothy West (in Turner (2003:66)) employs exaggerated expository dialogue to comic effect.  In the play, Clive arrives home from work and greets his wife, Laura, the two characters speaking lines that narrate everything they do in excruciating detail.  Laura pours Clive a drink and, receiving it, he remarks, ‘Aah!  Amontillado, eh?  Good stuff.  What are you having?’  ‘I think I’ll have a whisky, if it’s all the same to you,’ Laura replies.  ‘Whisky, eh?’ says Clive, ‘That’s a strange drink for an attractive, auburn-haired girl of twenty-nine.  Is there… anything wrong?’  (Turner (2003:67))  While West aims to demonstrate here that, despite the lack of a visual dimension in radio drama, it is unnecessary to bludgeon an audience with over-descriptive dialogue in order to ensure that it is aware of what is happening, his point is not specific to that medium.  As Sterne and Iser point out, the accomplished creative writer will leave as much as possible to the imagination of his or her audience, allowing it to surmise the nature of the portrayed characters and their relationships.  West’s deliberate ineptness is comic both because of the unnatural descriptiveness of the dialogue – husbands and wives do not generally describe each other’s appearances when talking together – and because the audience expects to have to deduce much about characters from a little information.  The proficient author chooses details economically to represent characters, allowing these to emerge in the mind of the audience from an intentionally incomplete representation.  Good creative writing allows fragments to embody the whole and is thus metonymical.

While recommendations about the economic use of detail are sage advice for the creative writer, there is an implication here that it is somehow possible to, in Sterne’s words, ‘think all’; that an author might in some way be capable of closing all the gaps in a description of a fictive world, leaving nothing at all to the imagination of the reader.  This is clearly impossible since, no matter how meticulous a writer is in describing characters and their environments, the metonymical nature of language ensures that there are always gaps in a literary depiction that must be filled by the reader’s imagination.  Although Clive’s description of Laura as ‘an attractive, auburn-haired girl of twenty-nine’ in West’s spoof radio drama is inappropriately detailed within its context, it cannot be said to leave nothing to the imagination.  Perhaps the most specific element of this portrayal is the detail that Laura is ‘auburn-haired’, but this certainly conjures no precise mental image likely to be common to the entire audience.  ‘Auburn-haired’ invites the visualisation of Laura’s colouring as somewhere between red and brown, but the extent to which it is pictured as more red than brown or vice versa is a matter for the imagination of each individual audience member.  The word ‘attractive’ is yet more nebulous in locating Laura’s attributes, since notions of attractiveness are less trammelled than those of colouring.  While ‘auburn’ at least falls somewhere inside the limits of ‘red’ and ‘brown’, ‘attractive’ has no such delineation and the nature of Laura’s attractiveness is entirely a matter for the individual imaginings of the audience members.  Even a distinction between the relative specificity of ‘auburn’ and ‘attractive’ is flawed because, although ‘auburn’ seems capable of contextualisation in terms of other colours while ‘attractive’ lacks similarly succinct confines, the ‘auburn’ boundaries of ‘red’ and ‘brown’ can be contested because the colours conveyed by these words will vary from individual to individual.  Both ‘brown’ and ‘red’ mean different things to different people and the perception of the colours conveyed by these words is dependent upon each individual’s perspective.  Here again, the signifying chain means that words elude ultimate definition and, in fiction, the point on the chain at which to alight is the choice not of the author but of each audience member.  Of course, this phenomenon applies generally and is not the exclusive preserve of the literary text – all communication is a process of encoding and interpretation – but the point to be stressed here is the futility of dictating to an audience just exactly how it should interpret a text; the impossibility for the author to ‘think all’.

The above clarifies Iser’s idea that the literary text exists at the intersection of the imaginations of its author and reader.  The author selects the words in the text and the reader applies his or her particular interpretation to them, and it is at the point of interpretation that the text is realised.  This means that the literary text is never realised identically on two separate occasions.  Individual readers apply individual interpretations to the same set of words and the text is thus at least as various as its number of readers.  In fact, the dynamics of textual realisation are such that the text varies with each reading.  Iser points out that if a reader reads a literary text more than once, the second reading is influenced by the first because the reader is now reading the text in the context of having read it before.  ‘It is a common enough experience for a person to say that on a second reading he noticed things he had missed when he read the book for the first time,’ Iser writes (1978:281), ‘but this is scarcely surprising in view of the fact that the second time he is looking at the text from a different perspective.’  So realisations of a literary text change fluidly from individual to individual and from reading to reading depending both on the interpretation a reader applies to the text and the perspective he or she brings to it.  This leads Iser (1978:282) to draw parallels between two readers’ interpretations of an identical text and the different patterns two stargazers observe in the night sky:

[…] both [may] be looking at the same collection of stars, but one will see the image of a plough, and the other will make out a dipper.  The ‘stars’ in a literary text are fixed, the lines that join them are variable.  The author of the text may, of course, exert plenty of influence on the reader’s imagination – he has the whole panoply of narrative technique at his disposal – but no author worth his salt will ever attempt to set the whole picture before his reader’s eyes.  If he does, he will very quickly lose the reader, for it is only by activating the reader’s imagination that the author can hope to involve him and so realize the intention of his text.
Iser’s celestial metaphor is an appealing one because it demonstrates the way in which the reader plays as proactive a part in the realisation of a literary text as its author.  Just as stargazers might pick out patterns for themselves in the firmament, so too can readers bring their own particular readings to literary texts.  Iser is keen to point out that readers use their imaginations to fill in the blanks or gaps in a text and, until they do so, the text is incomplete.  These spaces in the text are therefore the places where the imagination of the reader is put to work in interpreting the fictive world of the author.  Since they are vacancies that must be filled by interpretation, they can be described as ‘hermeneutic gaps’ – hermeneutics, as Terry Eagleton (1992:66) points out, being ‘the science or art of interpretation’.
The problem with Iser’s astronomical metaphor is its assumption that a text is realised by its readers’ various associations of fixed points within it.  As I have discussed, the metonymical nature of the signifier means that it has within it its own hermeneutic gap that must be filled by its interpreter.  Because a signifier is only a partial representation of a signified object, its reader must complete its signification.  This means that signifiers shift in realisation – in the same way that Iser suggests the literary text does – from reader to reader and from reading to reading.  Iser’s assumption that the words in a literary text equate to the fixed positions of stars in the heavens is thus inaccurate because the words themselves shift in meaning according to interpretation, so the text is realised by readers making variable connections between variable points within it.  The realisation of a text is therefore far more nebulous than Iser imagines and more akin to finding pictures in passing clouds than in the stasis of astronomical topography.

In his paper ‘Why no one’s afraid of Wolfgang Iser’ (in Cobley (1996)), Stanley Fish (1981) objects to Iser’s determinate assumptions, arguing that Iser’s theory collapses because it rests on the unsound foundation of the presumption of static signification, as outlined above.  For Fish, Iser does not go far enough in his assessment of what the reader brings to the text, arguing that the reader ‘supplies everything; the stars in a literary text are not fixed; they are just as variable as the lines that join them’ (Cobley (1996:416)).  ‘Perception is never innocent of assumptions,’ Fish (Cobley (1996:417)) continues, ‘and the assumptions within which it occurs will be responsible for the contours of what is perceived’.
From the perspective of an author, it is therefore impossible to determine the way in which a reader will interpret a text because the reader realises the text from within the context of his or her personal assumptions.  In this sense, the author does not own the text once it is in the hands of the reader since the author has no control over its interpretation.  While this might be seen as empowerment of the reader, it is actually a phenomenon of the text’s existence in the symbolic order and, because it occupies this sphere, neither reader nor author can claim true ownership of the text.

As I have described above, a language is a medium that ‘belongs’ to all of its speakers and, because of this, belongs to no one in particular.  Through its occupation of the symbolic order, a literary text also belongs to everyone insofar as its author cannot determine the way in which members of his or her audience will interpret it.  An author might control access to a text by restricting its availability as an artefact – as a book, film, or theatre production, for example – but rights of access do not incorporate rights of interpretative determination.  As Fish suggests, the audience is able to bring everything to the interpretation of a text and nothing of the author’s contribution to this process is set in stone.

This poses the recurrent question for literary studies outlined at the start of this essay: if the reading of literary texts amounts to no more than individual interpretation, by what objective standard might literature be judged?  This is not, however, a question I propose to address here since my focus is on the creation of texts and not on the ways and means by which readers interpret them and subsequently compare interpretations.  Instead, it is apt to examine here how Fish’s assertion of the total dominance of the reader’s role in the interpretation of texts defines the rules of engagement for what Iser (1978:275) describes as the ‘arena in which reader and author participate in a game of the imagination.’  If, at the point of interpretation of a text, the reader is responsible for its entire realisation and, furthermore, that realisation might take any form the reader wishes, what part does the author play in the ‘game of the imagination’?

It is self-evident that an author provides the material with which the game of the imagination is to be played.  Once a reader enters the metaphorical arena, he or she alone shapes the material at will, irrespective of the intentions of the author, and, although this apparently marginalises the author’s role, it is the author that provides the material in the first place.  In other words, it is the role of the author to select signifiers from which the reader might draw the significations of his or her choosing until the end of the narrative.  As Iser is at pains to point out, in order to attract the reader to the text in the first place, signifiers must be selected that arouse the reader’s curiosity without obviously attempting to direct their interpretation.  Taking for example the writing of a murder mystery, the author might first describe the crime scene and the characters associated with it.  These details signify that there is a perpetrator, but they should not signify too closely the identity of that perpetrator, although there should be ‘clues’ in the signification.  The signification at this point is thus partial enough to allow the reader to arrive at a number of interpretations of the possible identity of the murderer, and it is a positive advantage to the author to invoke as many interpretations as possible in order to conceal this identity.  Next, the author provides further signifiers intended to lead the reader to fresh interpretations, revising his or her original ones, but still with the aim of diverting the reader’s attention from the perpetrating character.  At the end of the story, the author provides the reader with so many signifiers that it is impossible for him or her not to be directed to the perpetrator’s identity.  The success of the narrative is judged at its end on the reader’s perception of whether the alternative interpretations he or she has made of the foregoing signifiers were plausible.  Each signifier or clue should be a metonym for the identity of the perpetrator that might also be taken for metonyms for the other characters in the story.  In total, these metonyms should add up only to the identity of the perpetrator in such a way that the reader either congratulates him- or herself on identifying the murderer with fewer signifiers that those provided at the story’s end, or feels that he or she should have arrived at this earlier in the narrative.  The author therefore initiates chains of signification that the reader follows until a critical point is reached and the narrative concludes.

In his novel Small World, David Lodge (1985:26) compares the reader’s engagement with the chain of signification in a text to that of an audience watching a striptease.  Giving a paper to an academic conference at the fictional University of Rummidge, Lodge’s character Morris Zapp points out that the striptease is distinct from other erotic dances in which the dancers simply dance naked.  ‘This is not striptease,’ he asserts, ‘it is all strip and no tease, it is the terpsichorean equivalent of the hermeneutic fallacy of a recuperable meaning, which claims that if we remove the clothing of its rhetoric from a literary text we discover the bare facts it is trying to communicate.’  As with fiction the striptease is not a process of revelation, but of deferment, ‘The dancer teases the audience, as the text teases its readers, with the promise of an ultimate revelation that is infinitely postponed.’  The pleasure for the audience is derived not from the stripping itself – since, as each item of clothing is removed, each revelation is made, the audience’s attention shifts immediately to the removal of the next garment, to the subsequent disclosure – but from the anticipation created by the postponement of each revelation.  So, assuming with Lodge via Zapp that the striptease is performed by a female dancer, when the stripper arrives before the audience fully clothed, she first engages its attention with peripheral items of clothing – gloves or a boa, perhaps – before removing the garments that allow more substantial revelations – her outer clothing and underwear.  In this way, each item of clothing forms a signifier for the ultimate revelation – the dancer’s naked body – that directs the audience along the signifying chain toward this goal.  Again it is apparent that the signifiers function metonymically since each represents only part of the whole it signifies – by literally covering the signified object in the case of the striptease.  If a dancer begins a striptease with the removal of peripheral attire such as a hat or gloves, for example, she signifies the entire direction of the narrative by doing so.  Although the baring of head, arms and hands is no more than commonplace ‘nudity’, within the narrative structure of the striptease the unveiling of these extremities points both all the way along the signifying chain to complete nakedness by revealing it in part, and to the next signifier – the removal of more intimate articles of clothing.  In essence, the striptease is another version of the fort-da game, a sequence of absence and presence in which presence is signified progressively through the absence of various garments.  Just as the fort-da game ended with the retrieval of the hidden object, the striptease terminates with the baring of the body, in the same way that, to draw again on my earlier example, the murder mystery concludes with the discovery of the identity of the murderer.  A narrative ends when signification reaches a critical point, but this does not complete the chain of signification that extends infinitely beyond the narrative’s ending.

The fictional Zapp’s striking conclusion in Lodge’s novel is that the point of ultimate revelation does not dispel the narrative tension engendered by either the striptease or the text.  Once the stripper has removed all of her clothes, Lodge (1985:26-27) continues in the guise of Zapp, the audience’s curiosity is not sated because her genitals remain hidden

‘[…] shaded by her pubic hair, and even if she were to spread her legs before us […] it would still not satisfy the curiosity and desire set in motion by the stripping.  Staring into that orifice we find that we have somehow overshot the goal of our quest, gone beyond pleasure in contemplated beauty; gazing into the womb we are returned to the mystery of our own origins.  Just so in reading.  The attempt to peer into the very core of a text, to possess once and for all its meaning, is vain – it is only ourselves that we find there, not the work itself.  […]  To read is to surrender oneself to an endless displacement of curiosity and desire from one sentence to another, from one action to another, from one level of the text to another.  The text unveils itself before us, but never allows itself to be possessed; and instead of striving to possess it we should take pleasure in its teasing.’

The signifying chain is thus, as Lacan suggests, endless, and textual narratives do not escape the fact.  The resolution of a narrative does not resolve it in the sense that its dramatic tension is wholly released for the audience, and the point in the signifying chain that the author chooses to conclude the narrative is not beyond further signification.  In the striptease, the dancer must conclude her act when she is naked because she has reached the limits of her signification within the context of the dance.  She might expose herself further, as Lodge suggests in Small World, but such exposure does not fall within the remit of her implicit contract with the audience.  It can be argued that the unresolved tension at the conclusion of the striptease is a result of the audience members’ desire for sexual union with the dancer, but this desire is precluded even before the beginning of the dance.  Audiences attending a striptease performance do so in the full knowledge that physical contact with the dancer is forbidden, just as modern theatre audiences realise that they are not permitted to attempt to inhabit the fictional world of the play by joining the actors on stage.  Likewise, readers purchase novels in the necessary realisation that it will be possible for them to inhabit the world of the text only as vicarious observers and not in any literal sense.  Texts of every kind belong to the symbolic order and their audiences cannot find a place for themselves within them, just as they are excluded from the symbolic order as it pertains to their everyday lives.

The metonymical infinity of the signifying chain is therefore what originates the driving tension in narrative.  As audiences progress from one level of signification to the next, the tension persists because the signification is always partial and always points beyond itself.  An audience’s quest is thus a point of ultimate signification where there is nothing further to be signified and the dramatic tension is resolved.  Such a point is, however, unrealisable because of the eternity of the signifying chain.  Again, this is demonstrated by the fort-da game.  The incipient tension of this game was the child’s mother’s absence and, consequently, it could be argued that her presence would resolve the child’s tension.  Once the chain of signification has been set in motion, though, it acquires its own momentum that is impossible to halt.  In the fort-da game, the binary oppositional structure of presence and absence forms a dynamic of signification that possesses a perpetual motive force.  When the child realised, through experience, the possibility of his mother’s absence, that absence came to signify her presence and the desired state of affairs.  On his mother’s return, the child drew pleasure from her renewed presence, but her presence now also permanently signified the possibility of her absence.  Even if it had been possible for the child to be immutably rejoined with his mother, his tension would not have been resolved since her presence now indelibly signified her absence.  In fact, the very notion of ‘presence’ is meaningless without the complementary concept of ‘absence’, and the child would not have experienced the pleasure of reunion without the period of separation.  As Freud pointed out, the pleasure the child experienced in the fort-da game was that of symbolic reunion with his mother, which also required a period of symbolic separation.  The only way in which the tension of the absence-presence dichotomy could be resolved permanently would be for the child to return to the point at which he had no concept of presence or absence, a psychic unity untroubled by the signifying chain.  Once awareness of the symbolic order has dawned, though, there is no return to blissful unawareness, and individuals are doomed to perpetual pursuit of an ultimate signifier that has no signification beyond itself, where there is no distinction between signifier and signified.  Such a unity is impossible because the symbolic order exists in parallel to what it represents, but the illusion of the ultimate signifier persists and it is this, as I have discussed, that drives narrative and, I will argue, all human endeavours.

In terms of Iser’s ‘game of the imagination’, it is therefore the author’s role to establish a point of signification beyond which the narrative will not continue – the discovery of the perpetrator in the case of a murder mystery, nakedness within the narrative of the striptease, or the retrieval of the reel in the fort-da game – but it is impossible to construct a narrative that completely resolves its dramatic tension because of the infinity of the signifying chain.  In addition, the pleasure of the narrative is in deferred movement between points of signification – such as the discovery of subsequent clues in the murder mystery, the removal of items of clothing in the striptease, or the child’s reunion with his reel in the fort-da game.  If this were not the case, all it would be necessary for an author to do in the imaginative game with the reader would be to immediately state the point of resolution – to reveal the murderer, to appear on stage naked, to substitute the reel for the mother.  It is thus apparent that the greater pleasure of the narrative is that associated with movement between signifiers.  This is again exemplified in the fort-da game where the child repeated his pleasure at being reunited with his mother by symbolically deferring and gratifying his desire through his play.  The fact that readers reread murder mysteries or audiences watch a stripper perform more than one dance indicates that pleasure is drawn from deferment of known outcomes, not in the outcomes themselves.  The skilful creative writer is inventive in the ways in which he or she achieves these deferments, allowing his or her audience space to carry out the imaginative work of filling in the gaps in the text and thus to play its own part in the deferment.  The hermeneutic gap not only means that the text is infinitely variable, as Fish points out, but draws audiences into a narrative and compels them through it.  The motive force for both the creation and realisation of fiction thus lies in the perpetual desire to fill an absence that can never be filled.

Towards the Phallus
I have suggested above that induction into the symbolic order both originates and perpetuates desire.  This is manifest in the signifying chain wherein every signifier is a signifier for another signifier and the quest for ultimate signification is compelling but ultimately fruitless.  Embarkation on this quest, Lacan posits, occurs in infancy as the developing child learns to distinguish between self and other.  In early life, an illusion of unity persists wherein there are no such distinctions, but, through the mirror-stage of development, the infant is compelled to recognise that there is an existence beyond itself.  As I have described, the child becomes increasingly aware that it must represent itself through a symbolic order in which its place has been predetermined, but prior to the crisis of recognition that the self is a secondary entity, its initial distinctions between self and other accord primacy to the self.  Malcolm Bowie (1991:138) notes that the child to begin with ‘constructs an Other whose first obligation is to be present, and who is called upon only secondarily to exercise the “privilege” of satisfying its needs’.  Here it is necessary to draw a distinction between need and demand; the child’s basic needs for nourishment, warmth and shelter might be met regardless of its mother’s continued presence, yet her presence is demanded regardless of whether those needs are met.  Demand thus extends beyond the fulfilment of needs.  As Bowie points out, Lacan (2002:318) determines desire in terms of the extent to which demand exceeds need:

[…] desire is neither the appetite for satisfaction, nor the demand for love, but the difference that results from the subtraction of the first from the second, the phenomenon of their splitting.

So need and demand are not complementary, that is, demand persists beyond the fulfilment of needs and this paring results in desire.

The major developmental crisis arrives when the child recognises that its mother has desires of her own beyond the desire for it and to satisfy its demands.  This recognition leads to a change in emphasis from the infant’s demand for its mother’s continual presence, to its desire to win its mother’s desire.  The full concept of self and other thus dawns on the infant’s consciousness, but the other that emerges is not identical with the mother but is a part of the symbolic order.  Lacan capitalises the symbolic Other and terms this concept ‘the big Other’.  In the mother-child relationship, the mother provides the incipient signifiers for the big Other for the child, and the child also signifies this for its mother, but neither permanently or wholly represents the big Other since this is a symbolic construct.  Individuals find signifiers for the desire of others in the actions and attributes including, as Hill and Leach (1996:83) point out, their gazes and voices.  A child may therefore find desire signified in the voice of its mother and the mother might see that desire returned in the gaze of her child, but because these signifiers belong to the symbolic order they cannot be identical to the desire, but merely represent it.  Since it is possible to represent desire only symbolically, there is again no point at which a signifier for desire is equal to the desire it signifies and individuals are doomed to pursue their desire eternally along the signifying chain.  The individual thus finds him- or herself forever trying to locate fundamental desire within the big Other, but must make do with signifiers such as tones of voices or gazes.
Terry Eagleton (1992:168) offers the following summary of the primal crisis:

To enter language is to be severed from what Lacan calls the ‘real’, that inaccessible realm which is always beyond the reach of signification, always outside the symbolic order.  In particular we are severed from the mother’s body: after the Oedipus crisis we will never again be able to attain this precious object, even though we will spend all of our lives hunting for it.  We have to make do instead with substitute objects, what Lacan calls the ‘object little a’, with which we try vainly to plug the gap at the very core of our being.  We move among substitutes for substitutes, metaphors of metaphors, never able to recover the pure (if fictive) self-identity and self-completion which we knew in the imaginary.
The ‘little object a’ or ‘little other’ offers spare relief from the perpetual desire resulting from the lack of a point of ultimate signification as individuals find solace in the signifiers for the desire of others that are directed toward them.  Such signifiers are the equivalent to what Eric Berne (1968:14) – as I described earlier – terms ‘strokes’, whereby temporary satisfaction is drawn from a compliment, a smile, a greeting, as an emblematic substitute for the (illusory) unity experienced prior to the encroachment of the symbolic order.  Slavoj Žižek’s employment of Shel Silverstein’s The Missing Piece as an analogy for Lacan’s theories is particularly apt here.  In accommodating missing pieces of varying shapes and sizes, the story’s circular being is engaging with little others that offer it the illusion of completion with indifferent success.  When the being ultimately discovers a missing piece that seems to make it whole, its satisfaction turns to discontent because, being complete, it is unable to enjoy the pleasures of being incomplete.  What the being thus demands of its little other is that it is both present and absent simultaneously, clearly an impossibility, but the desire for this drives the being to set down the missing piece and be incomplete once more.  The story therefore illustrates how demand survives the fulfilment of need, which in turn contributes to the durability of desire.

Žižek finds more intimate parallels with Lacanian thought in Silverstein’s (1981) sequel to The Missing Piece, The Missing Piece Meets the Big O.  The second story is related from the perspective of the missing piece from the original book and begins with the piece sitting alone ‘waiting for someone to come along and take it somewhere’.  Various beings arrive with which the missing piece might unite, but either fit the piece and cannot roll, or can roll but do not fit.  Others do not know how to unite with the piece: one is too delicate to do so and bursts, another puts the missing piece on a pedestal and leaves it there, while others have either too many pieces missing or too many pieces altogether.  As it waits, the missing piece learns to ‘hide from the hungry ones’, while yet more either scrutinise it too closely, or roll by without noticing it.  As a result of being ignored, the missing piece tries to make itself more attractive by decorating itself with flowers, but this does not help because a being rolls off with the flowers instead.  The missing piece then tries being flashier, but this just frightens the shy ones away.  Eventually, as in the original story, a being arrives into which the missing piece fits perfectly, so they unite and roll along beatifically for a while, then suddenly the missing piece starts to grow.  This expansion forces the being to set the missing piece down again and roll away singing, ‘I’m lookin’ for my missin’ piece, one that won’t increase…’  Alone once more, the missing piece finally encounters a being that is perfectly circular and has no missing pieces.  ‘What do you want of me?’ the missing piece asks the new being, ‘Nothing,’ the being replies.  ‘What do you need from me?’ the piece persists, again to be told, ‘Nothing.’  The missing piece then asks the being who it is and is told, ‘I am the Big O.’  The missing piece tells the Big O that it thinks it is the one that it has been waiting for and asks if it might be the Big O’s missing piece.  The Big O points out that it has no pieces missing and there is nowhere for the missing piece to fit.  The piece says that this is too bad because it was hoping to roll with the Big O, and the O replies that the piece cannot roll with it, but perhaps it can roll alone.  The missing piece points out that it is unable to roll because it has sharp corners as is not shaped for rolling.  ‘Corners wear off,’ the Big O replies, ‘and shapes change.  Anyhow, I must say good-bye. / Perhaps we will meet again…’  The missing piece sits alone for a long time, then, slowly, lifts itself up onto its sharp end and flops over.  It repeats this laborious process and moves gradually forward and, as it does so, its corners wear off.  As its shape changes, it is progressively bumping instead of flopping, then bouncing instead of bumping, until finally it can roll.  Rolling alone, the newly circular missing piece catches up with the Big O and accompanies it, as Žižek (2001:ix) describes:

[…] attached to it as a small sphere on the border of the large sphere, the small other clinging, like a parasite, to the Big Other, the two together forming a perfect example of the ‘inner eight,’ the matrix of the self-perpetuating repetitious circulation of the drive.
The ‘self-perpetuating repetitious circulation of the drive’ is initiated by the individual’s desire for the desire of the big Other, to be made whole through incorporation into the symbolic order.  As The Missing Piece Meets the Big O illustrates, the symbolic order is complete in its own right and needs no particular individual to make it whole.  This leaves individuals with a notion of self that is lacking, that has a missing piece, and this want might only be met temporarily with signifiers for the desire of the big Other; with the little other.  Since these signifiers are always unequal to the individual’s demand for the desire of the big Other, individuals seek a succession of such signifiers.  To re-employ one of Berne’s (1968:14) examples, a Hollywood star receiving a fan letter might temporarily find completion in the desire that this signifies, but a single letter does not sate his or her demand for that desire since it can never be sated.  Relative contentment might be sustained, though, with a continual supply of fan mail to repeatedly signify desire, but there is no end to the demand for this signification.  Drive is thus the pursuit of an endless succession of little others as substitutes for the desire of the big Other.

Unpicking the idea of ‘being a writer’ – that is, following the signifying chain that trails from that notion – reveals the writer’s pursuit of union with the big Other.  It might be argued, for instance, that to become ‘a writer’ all that is necessary is to write – everyone who writes is, therefore, a writer.  If this were the case, union with the big Other – the notion of ‘being a writer’ – would be a simple matter of setting down words, but, of course, the concept of ‘being a writer’ is far more complex than this simple equation allows.  If someone claims that they are a writer, the immediate expectation is that they are published.  Without publication, someone who writes is not truly a writer, since, as Iser intimates, a writer is someone who not only writes, but what he or she writes is also read.  Publication is thus a little other that signifies the desire of the big Other by suggesting that what is written is desirable reading material.  Allied to this point, another expectation of a person claiming to be a writer is that he or she earns a living by his or her writing.  Payment for writing therefore signifies the desire of the big Other in that the Other not only wishes to read what has been written, but is willing to pay to do so.  Yet another expectation of a claimant of the status of writer in that others anticipate that they might be familiar with what a writer has written.  Being well-known as a writer or having written something that is itself well-known signifies the desire of the big Other by disassociating the concept of being a writer from the writing and reading process – individuals need never to have read any of Charles Dickens’ novels, for example, to be aware that he was a writer.  The extent to which one is ‘a writer’ thus depends on the quantity of signifiers one can amass to point to this.  In this sense, there is no such person as ‘a writer’ since the concept is (as Barry (2002:113) says of fictional characters) merely a collection of signifiers clustered around a noun.  The idea that it is possible to place oneself at the centre of the clustered signifiers that denote ‘being a writer’ is what drives writers to write, striving endlessly toward the mythical wholeness of complete signification, of being entirely identified with the signifier ‘writer’.

The above reveals the flaw in Freud’s (1975ii:376) assertion that writers write in order to win ‘honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women’.  The attainment of such benefits is not the goal of writing; they are signifiers or little others that indicate to a writer that he or she is indeed ‘a writer’.  The object a writer pursues lies perpetually beyond what he or she achieves, and taking on the mantle of ‘writer’ is a process of eternal becoming which never reaches the stasis of being.  Those who win success through their writing do not stop writing once they are surrounded by the signifiers of that success, but persist because what they seek is not merely signification but unity with the position of ‘writer’ within the symbolic order.  As I have explored, this is an unattainable goal since the big Other is impervious to complete individual signification and there is no end to the signifying chain.  The illusion that there is a point of ultimate signification that terminates the chain persists, though, and the mirage of a privileged, transcendental signifier is, according to Lacan, what motivates all human behaviour.  Lacan terms this illusory point of final signification ‘the phallus’.

The Phallus
Lacan’s theory locates the origins of the notion of the phallus in what Freud termed the Oedipal phase of development.  As I have described, with the imposition of the imaginary order a child recognises that there is a reality outside and beyond itself.  This leads to the necessary recognition that the infant’s mother has desires beyond her desire for her child.  The child then desires to win the desire of its mother by either becoming or possessing the object she desires.  For Freud, this desire, for male children, is for sexual union with the mother, usurping the father who represents a threat to the child because he possesses the object of the mother’s desire.  The Freudian Oedipal or phallic phase of development thus centres, as implied, on the male genitals as the primal totem of power and desire.  Infants not only fear that their fathers are desired above them, they fear removal of the sexual organs that denote that desire – they fear castration.  As Bowie describes (1991:126), for male children castration looms as a constantly feared future event, while for females, it occurs as a trauma that has already happened.  Both genders experience feelings of loss and lack at having been severed from their mother’s body and either the fear of a possible future mutilation or the need for the restoration of physical integrity.  This leads to the spurious phallocentric conclusions that girls perceive themselves as mutilated boys instead of respective members of complementary genders, and that the male is the standard human form.  For Freud, this perception is manifested in ‘penis envy’ where female children covet the body part that they are ‘missing’.  Lacan overcomes some of the unpalatability of Freud’s pansexual approach by shifting the nature of castration fear away from the fear of actual physical mutilation and into the symbolic order.  The object of desire is still signified by what he terms ‘the phallus’, but, as Bowie (1991:123) describes, Lacan saw this as ‘the ancient emblem and its countless modern successors rather than the penis’.  The phallus therefore works as a signifier for an androgynous object of desire rather than that object taking the form of a particular organ.  Neither gender is more susceptible to desire than the other, so it is inaccurate to represent either the desire or that which is desired as belonging to a particular gender.  The phallus is the signifier that lies perpetually beyond the little other since it represents unity with the big Other.  It signifies the desire of the big Other and to either ‘possess’ or ‘be’ the phallus is to be desired by the symbolic order.  The parentheses here are necessary because it is impossible to truly ‘possess’ or ‘become’ the phallus since it remains part of the symbolic order.  The illusion that such unity is possible persists, though, and is what endows the phallus with its dynamic motive power.  The phallus is thus the signifier for an eternal object of desire rather than assuming the form of any particular object or organ.

Bowie (1991:128) points out that, despite Lacan’s attempt to disassociate the phallus and the penis, the male member is an organ that functions uniquely as a signifier.  He remarks that

[…] in the case of male children, the most intense sexual pleasure is to be had from a protruding and detachable bodily part.  The phallus is the only signifier that has an origin of this kind, in an organ belonging, in phantasy at least, entirely to the surface of the body and bereft of all inwardness.  But its detachability, the combined presence and absence that it enshrines, means that it is not simply a signifier which must await the advent of another signifier before structure can be achieved: in so far that it weaves together the antithetical states of possession and non-possession, it is already, in itself, an articulation of structure.  The phallus is the promise of meaning organized by an organ and, equally, it is the loss or cancellation of meaning perpetually being foretold.  For children of both sexes, it is the emblem, only trivially ‘masculine’, in and through which human desire finds form.
The penis as an organ is thus able to symbolise a terminus in the signifying chain because it is able to manifest itself in both presence and absence.  Language, as I have already discussed, is a system of binary opposition in which signifiers are located within its structure in terms of what they are not – a tree is a tree because it is not a motorcycle.  As Bowie points out, the ultimate signifier is that which is capable of resolving both that which it is and that which it is not.  Of course, the word ‘penis’ conforms to language’s system of binary opposition as much as any other – a penis is a penis because it is not a hat stand – but the point here is that the organ itself is able to represent the nature of ultimate signification.  Lacan’s concept of the phallus is that it is the ultimate signifier and this is the reason why the phallus is not identical to the penis.  By representing the end of the signifying chain, the phallus is a signifier that also represents the terminus of desire and, while the penis physically embodies the characteristics of such a signifier, it does not itself represent desire.

Bowie’s remarks on the ‘detachability’ of the penis refer, of course, to infantile perceptions of the organ.  Early observations on the relative presence and absence of the penis in terms of it being erect or flaccid and entirely absent from females, contribute to the illusion of its detachability.  This perception caused by the penis’s apparent existence in binary opposition leads, in turn, to its potency in the symbolic order and this symbolism retains its influence into adult life.
Hill and Leach (1996:103) characterise the phallus as follows:

The phallus is something that has the power to move and change, apparently by itself.  Examples of the phallus are motorbikes, a business that expands and contracts, women making babies, workmen building a house, a plough cutting a furrow, a penis getting small and getting big.  So women can be phallic, and men can be phallic.  But men and women are often phallic in different ways.  It is usual to believe that someone else – the other – either has or is the phallus, which the subject wants to possess.  Women often regard a man or baby as the phallus; a man typically believes that a woman possesses the phallus.

The phallus thus resides not only in a body part or with a particular gender, but also within a desired dynamic that is possessed multifariously.  As Hill and Leach suggest, the phallus is generally perceived as belonging to the other, so its possession by the self is a prized perception.  Lacan viewed the removal of phallic power as ‘castration’, highlighting again the distinction between the notion of the phallus in the symbolic order and physical or bodily objects.

The concept of the phallus and the distinction between it and anything physical is perfectly illustrated in Simon Beaufoy’s (1997) screenplay, The Full Monty.  The film opens with a brief 1970s newsreel-style documentary entitled Sheffield: City on the Move
 showing the vigorous industrial, economic and social activity surrounding the city’s steel industry at that time.  As the story begins, the upbeat newsreel gives way to scenes of industrial decline with the former steelworks in a state of decay.  The once phallic heavy industry of Sheffield has clearly been ‘castrated’, its power as a force of movement and change in the city removed.  The same is true of the script’s central male characters who feel emasculated by the loss of their jobs in the steel industry, no longer possessing the economic status their former employment provided them.  The phallus of economic power has passed to the film’s female characters who retain their work in service and light industries such as retailing and clothing manufacture.  The usurping of phallic power by the women is demonstrated in the screenplay when a working men’s club books a show by a troupe of male strippers to which only women are admitted.  This annexation by the women of a major signifier of the men’s former economic and social status is compounded for the script’s central character, Gaz, when he breaks into the club during the troupe’s performance and observes one of the women, Bee, joking with her friends and urinating into a male urinal (Beaufoy (1997:20)).  This leads Gaz to conclude that the emasculation is complete: ‘When women start pissing like us, that’s it, we’re finished mate.  Extincto.’  (25)  The toilet scene in The Full Monty illustrates the distinction between the phallus and the penis.  By urinating into the male urinal, Bee demonstrates that she does not need a penis in order to do so.  Gaz’s conclusion on witnessing this demonstrates that he feels this can be applied generally – that men are no longer of any economic or social advantage to women.  The phallus thus resides with the women despite their lack of penises.

The denouement of The Full Monty builds on this theme as the film’s male characters attempt to wrest back some economic power by forming their own striptease troupe.  In the process of assembling the ensemble and rehearsing their show, the men regain a sense of purpose and self-confidence, but realise that in order to distinguish their act from that of the professional male strippers they must do the eponymous ‘full Monty’ and remove all of their clothes.  At the film’s climax, they appear naked in the working men’s club before a capacity audience of women and former steel industry colleagues.  While the process of putting on the show has a phallic dynamic in that it moves and changes the lives of its participants, the men do not ultimately regain the phallus.  This remains with the women in whose gift it is either to pay to attend the show or to stay away.  In confronting the audience with their genitals, the former steelworkers again highlight the distinction between the phallus and the penis.  They do this in much the same way that Hill and Leach (1996:108) suggest that some male deviants expose themselves to women in an attempt to ‘castrate’ them.  ‘Flashing’, they point out, is a symptom of the exhibitionist’s feeling of powerlessness with the power they believe they lack ascribed to the women to whom they expose themselves:

[…] the fact that a pervert wants a woman to recognise that she does not have a penis demonstrates that he actually attributes the woman with a special power; he believes that she has the phallus, not the penis.  The pervert uses his symptom to reestablish his belief that she has the phallus, that is to reestablish his own castration, via the m/other’s castration.

While the act of castration aimed for by the deviant is attempted by way of frightening the victim with the penis, the one ventured in The Full Monty is more an act of defiance mingled with solidarity.  The incipient motive for the formation of the striptease troupe is to demonstrate to the women of Sheffield that, despite their unemployment, the former steelworkers are more masculine than are the men in the visiting ensemble at the start of the film.  They demonstrate their literal, physical masculinity by showing their penises, but also assert their right to possession of the phallus by breaching the boundaries of nudity established by the original male strippers.  Ultimately, though, they do not win back the phallus because at the end of the film they are still dispossessed of the status that their erstwhile jobs in the steelworks afforded them – they remain ‘castrated’ symbolically, despite their public demonstration of their physical integrity.

The final scene of The Full Monty also illustrates my earlier point about the inability of any narrative to arrive at a point of ultimate signification.  The film ends with the men appearing naked on stage since this is the point to which the narrative has been building, but this does not entirely resolve the dramatic tension of the film.  In other words, it does not represent an end to the signifying chain.  The plot of The Full Monty is structured with the promise of the troupe’s striptease performance as its climax – just as within the narrative of the striptease nudity is implicitly predetermined as the end of the dance – and it is therefore at this point that the film must end.  As I have shown, though, this ending does not resolve the characters’ dilemmas.  Because the central characters of The Full Monty do not recapture the phallus by gaining work that will restore the economic and social status they lost with the closure of the steelworks, the phallus ultimately eludes them.  While at the end of the film its central characters have changed insofar as they have gained a sense of self-worth and self-esteem, they have not resolved the narrative’s incipient crisis and might well continue to strive to do so following the action of the story.  Such elusiveness is the nature of the phallus wherever it is encountered since it is a signifier that signifies the point at which signifier and signified converge.  Because it is impossible for there to be a union between the symbolic order and what it represents, the signifier and signified are never equal and the phallus is an illusion of a point that lies perpetually beyond any given position.  An analogy might be drawn here with travelling along a long, straight road.  The phenomenon of perspective results in apparent convergence of the parallel sides of the road at the horizon.  This convergence is, of course, an illusion since to travel to the originally perceived vanishing point is to discover a further horizon ahead.  The illusion of convergence persists, though, and, in an equivalent manner, the phallus is perpetually desired as a signifier of desire’s fulfilment – an ‘end of the rainbow’ that is never reached.

For a creative writer the phallus is discovered, as I have suggested, in the idea that one might ultimately become ‘a writer’.  Again, this goal lies eternally beyond the reach of all that pursue it.  To be a writer it is necessary to write, to be published and to be read, and writing, publication and a readership are signifiers for the phallus of being a writer.  These signifiers must, however, be continually renewed, since, if one does not write, then one has less claim to the phallus of writing.  It is impossible to attain permanently and irrevocably the position of ‘writer’, since there is always the threat of ‘castration’ through removal of one or more of the signifiers for the writing phallus.  An established writer, for example, might find his or her readership dwindling and consequently that he or she is refused further publication.  While the writer may continue to write despite this, he or she is ‘castrated’ because he or she has lost the means of disseminating his or her work.  The phenomenon of ‘writer’s block’ is a further instance of castration for creative writers.  An inability to write, for whatever reason, removes the essential signifier of producing writing and thus places the writing phallus well beyond the reach of the would-be writer.  Attempting to write while blocked compounds the feeling of powerlessness caused by the inability to write because the focus of the activity becomes the writing phallus instead of the writing process – the blocked writer attempts to write in order to produce writing and not to convey ideas through that writing.  Castration here, then, is a factor of pursuing the desire of the big Other in the form of the writing phallus directly instead of diverting this pursuit through embarkation on the creative writing process itself.  Direct pursuit of the creative writing phallus or its signifiers – ‘honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women’, for example – is likely to end with a would-be writer who would like to have written a text rather than one who genuinely wants to write.  The writing phallus exists, therefore, outside the creative writing process, enthralling writers and non-writers alike, but eternally beyond the grasp of both.

This distinction between the creative writing phallus and process is demonstrated in Evans’ (1993) research.  Those who denied the university students and academic staff whose creative writing was discouraged the right to pursue the writing phallus castrated them.  This is most evident in the case of the lecturer whose mother vetoed the career choices of ‘author, poet, playwright’ in favour of those of ‘lawyer, teacher’ (49).  The phallic power of the alternative career choices clearly seemed much greater to the lecturer’s mother than that associated with creative writing in as much as these options were more likely to attract income and status.  Although the social position accorded to successful creative writers is demonstrably greater than that allowed for other professions (there are few lawyers or teachers who can claim to be household names, for example), achievement at the latter careers seems a more realistic goal than that of succeeding as a writer.  This was also the perception of the ‘dutiful little Scottish boy’ (50) whose castration as a creative writer was self-inflicted because he chose to pursue an academic career at the expense of his writing.  In both cases, the creative writing phallus was not only a goal that lay beyond the reach of the would-be writer, but also one whose very pursuit was forbidden.  The creative writing phallus thus acquires a particular privilege as both an elusive object of desire that lies forever beyond the grasp of those who strive for it, and a goal for which only the privileged are permitted to reach.  Evans’ findings show that the creative writing process can be a phallus itself with aspiring writers striving for permission – either from themselves or from others – to embark on the process before they even begin to seek reward through their writing.  Castration can, therefore, occur not only when a writer has engaged in the creative writing process – if he or she is either no longer perceived as possessing the phallus, for example, or is no longer able to write – but prior to embarkation on it.  In this way, the phallus might manifest itself variously as a goal to be achieved through the creative writing process or as the process itself.  The location of the phallus is a matter of individual perception, but its position perpetually beyond the present reach of any particular individual is what provides it with its motive power.
The Phallus and the Macguffin

As I have discussed, the problem with Lacan’s concept of the phallus is the strong association of the term with the penis.  While, as Bowie (1991:128) points out, the organ physically embodies the characteristics of the concept, it is unhelpful to equate the two.  Drawing detailed distinctions between the phallus and the penis does not so much differentiate between them as equate them further through a process of negative reinforcement.  The unfortunate outcome of this equation is that Lacan’s theory seems to posit that the penis represents the ultimate fulfilment of desire, a conclusion as preposterous as it is inaccurate.  The irony, given Lacan’s theories on the elusiveness of meaning, is that there is insufficient slippage between the signifier ‘phallus’ and its signification of male genitalia for it to be entirely free of this association.  In order to determine Lacan’s concept with greater clarity, a term is therefore required that has greater innocence of signification than ‘phallus’.  A possible alternative when examining the occurrence of the phallus in dramatic narrative is Alfred Hitchcock’s notion of the ‘macguffin’.

Brewer’s Cinema: A Phrase and Fable Dictionary (Amanda Isaacs et al (Editors) (1995:349)) offers the following definition of the macguffin or McGuffin:

A word used by the director Alfred Hitchcock to describe something that sparks off the action of a film plot but subsequently turns out to be irrelevant; an example is the case of mistaken identity in North by Northwest (1959).  Hitchcock claimed to have taken both the name and the idea from a Scottish shaggy-dog story in which a train passenger carrying a large odd-looking parcel is asked what it contains.  He replies that it is a macguffin and goes on to explain that a macguffin is a lion in the Highlands.  When it is pointed out to him that there are no lions in the Highlands, he replies that there are no macguffins either.

One reading of the apocryphal parcel-bearer’s response to being questioned about the contents of his package is that he is merely telling his questioner to mind his or her own business by giving such an inscrutable answer.  However, if he is taken at his word, the parcel presents the enigma of apparently containing something that does not exist, an object that both is and is not at the same time.  As explored above, the ability to resolve itself simultaneously in both absence and presence is a fundamental characteristic of the phallus, a quality necessary for it to represent an end to the signifying chain.  Since the macguffin in Hitchcock’s shaggy-dog story seems to achieve this, it is reasonable to conclude that it is a manifestation of the phallus.

The macguffin’s importance, however, lies not in what it is, but in what it does within a narrative.  As the above definition describes, the macguffin’s function is to cause and drive the dramatic action of the narrative and this action is of primary importance.  In terms of McLaughlin’s (1997:20) dramatic model –

Central Character → Conflict/Dilemma → Resolution

– the macguffin is what presents the central character with a dilemma, draws him or her through the narrative’s conflict and is an essential element of its resolution.

To employ again the example of The Full Monty, the narrative’s macguffin is the sense of self-worth and identity the central characters lost with the closure of the steelworks.  The entire action of the film ensues as a result of their pursuit of this macguffin and, to a certain extent, they achieve it through their striptease performance at the film’s conclusion.  As I have discussed, though, the end of the narrative does not find the men in final possession of what they desire – the macguffin outpaces them in this chase.  This is because, if scrutinised, the macguffin is revealed to have no substance.  Certainly, notions of identity and self-esteem possess enormous significance for those who feel that they lack them, but there is nothing tangible or quantifiable about these concepts.  It is impossible to measure objectively, for example, in what esteem an individual holds him- or herself, and this might only be approximated in terms of that individual’s actions.  In The Full Monty the ex-steelworkers are prepared to pursue the macguffin of self-esteem and status to the point of performing a striptease routine before a large audience, and each of them has to overcome serious personal misgivings in order to do this.  The value of their lost status and identity is therefore measurable in terms of what action they are prepared to take in order to win them back, but, in themselves, these concepts are merely abstractions.

In Henry IV, Part 1, Shakespeare explores the idea that motivating principles do not stand up to scrutiny in a soliloquy on honour from Sir John Falstaff:

Well, ’tis no matter; honour pricks me on.  Yea, but how if honour prick me off when I come on? how then?  Can honour set to a leg?  No.  Or an arm?  No.  Or take away the grief of a wound?  No.  Honour hath no skill in surgery then?  No.  What is honour? a word.  What is that word, honour?  Air.  A trim reckoning!  Who hath it? he that died o’ Wednesday.  Doth he feel it?  No.  Doth he hear it?  No.  It is insensible then?  Yea, to the dead.  But will it not live with the living?  No.  Why?  Detraction will not suffer it.  Therefore I’ll none of it: honour is a mere scutcheon; and so ends my catechism.

(5, 1, 129)

Falstaff is accurate in his assessment that the concept of honour has no practical value, especially if an individual loses his or her life in its pursuit, but his speech invites the conclusion that he is a rogue and a coward.  This is, of course, because value is attributed to the concept of honour regardless of its practical worth to the individual.  Honour is a medium of social exchange whose possessors are accorded social status.  As Falstaff indicates, there is nothing in the concept itself that conveys practical, physical benefits to an individual, but the behaviour of others toward that individual is modified according to the status that the concept brings, and this might provide actual, physical rewards by motivating others to provide them.  Thus, the value collectively invested in the macguffin or phallus imbues it with its dynamic and not anything in the object itself.  Honour, for example, is a concept that has no absolute physical manifestation.  While certain actions might be judged honourable – a politician resigning if he or she has made mistakes, for example – the actions themselves are not honour, but merely representations of it.  Possession of the macguffin or phallus is therefore frequently centred on a concept that, without the value investment of others, is as empty as Falstaff concludes.

In narrative, the macguffin is often represented in the form of an object that the characters strive to possess.  In the film Casablanca (1942), for example, the macguffin takes the form of the letters of transit that fall into the hands of the central character, Rick Blane, who is consequently empowered to grant escape from Casablanca to any of the refugees in the port fleeing the advance of the Nazis.  Much of the action of the film is caused by the characters seeking to possess or repossess these documents, with Rick concealing them from German military officers and corrupt Moroccan authorities throughout.  At the end of the film, he famously decides to give them to his estranged lover, Ilsa, and her husband, Victor Laslo, to allow them to leave Morocco.  The letters of transit physically embody the goal of many of the film’s characters because they represent escape from Casablanca and the Nazis.  However, the substance of these documents does not withstand scrutiny.  In passing the papers to Rick for safekeeping, Ugarte, a visa tout, explains that they are, ‘Letters of transit signed by General de Gaulle.  Cannot be rescinded.  Not even questioned.’  The idea that the documents should be imbued with such authority is, in the first place, ridiculous, especially since in the film all of the authorities in Casablanca are aware that they have been stolen from two German couriers killed in the process of delivering them.  More significantly, papers signed by General de Gaulle, who refused to collaborate with German forces in occupied France, would have been of little importance to the Nazis.  The only signature that might have carried such unquestionable authority would have been that of Hitler, but the film’s producers could not make something strongly associated with the enemy dictator the object of the story as this would have detracted from its role as propaganda.  These flaws, however, do not diminish the letters of transit as an effective macguffin, demonstrating that their greater importance in this role is discovered in their perceived significance and the action this causes rather than in any genuine intrinsic value.

While the letters of transit in Casablanca are a macguffin in the guise of items of apparent practical value, physical objectification of the macguffin might also remain abstract.  In other words, it is unnecessary for the audience to know what the macguffin is in order to ensure its success within a narrative, but simply to accept that it is of great value or importance and will motivate characters to act in pursuit of it.  In Pulp Fiction, for example, Quentin Tarantino (1999) employs a macguffin that is a clear goal but remains abstract.  Two gangsters, Jules Winnfield and Vincent Vega, go in pursuit of a briefcase for their boss, Marcellus Wallace, and retrieve it from a gang of youths who intend to abscond with it.  In the youths’ apartment, Vincent opens the case and is transfixed by a golden glow emitting from inside (28), but its contents are unseen by the audience.  Jules and Vincent shoot the youths dead and miraculously survive a hail of bullets from one of the gang who has been hiding in a back room at the apartment.  Following a mishap in their car on the way back from retrieving the briefcase, Jules and Vincent go to a coffee shop for breakfast.  While they are eating, two armed robbers, ‘Pumpkin’ and ‘Honey Bunny’, decide to rob the restaurant.  Threatening the customers with handguns, the robbers gather up their wallets and other valuables.  When Pumpkin sees that Jules has a briefcase, he demands to see inside.  Jules opens the case and Pumpkin is awed by its contents, asking, ‘Is that what I think it is?’  (180)  Jules replies that it is and, although Honey Bunny asks what the case contains, she receives no reply from a stunned Pumpkin.  Jules exploits Pumpkin’s astonishment to pull a gun on him, the briefcase is closed and the action of the film continues.  Therefore, while Tarantino in no way specifies what is in the briefcase, he emphasises its contents’ importance to the characters, an importance that in turn both engenders and fuels the action of the subplot.  As in Casablanca, it is not the macguffin that is of utmost importance to the narrative, but the action it precipitates.

The macguffin might be viewed as the ‘engine’ of narrative.  It is what is at stake throughout the narrative and, as I have explored, its more important aspect is the extent to which it is perceived to be of value or importance rather than its actual worth.  In terms of Mamet’s (2000:9) sporting analogy, the concept of one team’s victory over another is the macguffin of any fixture.  In real terms, a team’s victory will convey little benefit to its supporters other than the temporary satisfaction of having witnessed that success.  As Mamet describes, the satisfaction experienced by sports fans at their team’s victory is in direct proportion to the degree to which they feel victory is at stake.  In the same way within a dramatic narrative the greater the jeopardy in which the macguffin is placed, the greater the satisfaction at its achievement.

The jeopardy of the macguffin within a narrative also acts as its engine by maintaining dramatic tension throughout the course of the story.  This not only contributes to the audience’s feeling of satisfaction at the end of the narrative, but also captures its interest in the course of the drama.  Again, if the audience does not feel that enough is at stake during the story, it is unlikely that its attention will be held by it.  In writing my play, Bacon Sandwich, for example, I was attempting to explore the tensions inherent in friendships and relationships, and needed to discover a way in which to dramatise this coherently.  The pre-existing conflict between the four characters in the play – Ben’s unrequited love for Emma and the mutual enmity between him and his best friend Greg’s fiancée, Wendy – needed to be demonstrated by placing them in a situation that would reveal it.  Setting the play in the early hours of Wendy and Greg’s wedding day allowed for the exertion of pressure on the characters that would make the existing tension between them more acute.  The macguffin of Bacon Sandwich is the wedding and I attempted to use its jeopardy to provide the underlying dramatic tension throughout the play.  In the first part of the script where Greg and Ben are in police custody and Wendy and Emma are stranded on a train, the wedding is at risk because it seems likely that none of the ceremony’s four principals will be able to attend.  Although the characters’ dual predicaments mean that the initial settings of the play are static, my intention is that the elapsing time before the wedding renders their escape increasingly important, and this imperative distracts from the stasis of the scenes.  Of course, the challenge then is to ensure that the audience engages sufficiently with the characters to be concerned that they should make it to the marriage ceremony.  I aimed to achieve this by combining the characters’ imprisonment with the jeopardy of the wedding to allow intimate expositional dialogue to engage the audience.  My intention is that the characters’ dilemma maintains the dramatic tension beneath their reflections on their lives and relationships and underpins the tension inherent in this dialogue.  In planning the play, I decided that it was dramatically inadequate for the characters to have the expositional conversations without a narrative running beneath them and the possibility that they might miss the wedding would initially offer the necessary cohesion.
In Bacon Sandwich, the nature of the wedding’s function as macguffin changes once the characters have escaped from the train and police cell and meet coincidentally at the railway station buffet.  The possibility that the characters might not make it to the ceremony is not entirely typical of a macguffin in that it is not and does not symbolise an abstract goal – they will arrive at the wedding or they will not.  The importance of the wedding takes on a more abstract quality during the scenes in the buffet since, while the characters are no longer physically constrained from attending the ceremony, it is now in jeopardy because of what it represents to them.  This is particularly the case for Wendy, the bride, whose ‘big day’ is at stake because of the behaviour of her fiancé and friends.  The eponymous bacon sandwich is a sort of anti-macguffin in that it first shatters Wendy’s illusions about her relationship with Greg.  The wedding thus becomes symbolic of both Wendy’s fantasy of how her wedding day should be and of her and Greg’s relationship.  At the end of the play Wendy is forced to accept a flawed version of her ideal wedding, recognising in the process her own, her fiancé’s and her friends’ shortcomings.

In Christmas with Johnny and Dee, I employed the fantasy of a perfect Christmas in much the same role as I did the wedding in Bacon Sandwich.  Johnny and Dee’s goal in hijacking a double-decker bus on Christmas Eve is to host on board an idealised festive gathering of the kind that might be portrayed in seasonal advertising.  Naturally, their methods preclude the goodwill and bonhomie necessary to achieve anything approaching their fantasy, but they persist with the pretence regardless of the fear and resentment this arouses in the other passengers on the bus.  My theme in writing the play was the impossibility of producing a time of happiness and goodwill on demand.  It seemed to me that Christmas is a social macguffin in that the customary celebrations attempt to schedule a period of festivity every December.  The pursuit of this ritually enforced celebration was, I felt, anathema to natural enjoyment, which occurs both freely and spontaneously.  The collective expectation of a joyful season at the same time every year might result in a sense of anticlimax for those who feel that Christmas is not as pleasurable as habitually portrayed, and feelings of deprivation for those who, for whatever reason, do not enjoy the festive season.  The extent of the collective annual emotional investment is revealed in the fact that it feels almost sacrilegiously antisocial, mean-spirited and cynical to suggest that yuletide celebrations amount to anything less than customarily expected.  A high level of emotional investment in ‘having a happy Christmas’ leads, I felt, to individuals feeling compelled to at least maintain the appearance of doing so.  In the play, when Johnny and Dee attempt to coerce their ‘guests’ to enjoy themselves at gunpoint, their actions reflect the social pressures surrounding the yearly celebrations.  In pursuing the macguffin of ‘a happy Christmas’, the hijackers produce an enforced celebration that is akin to the reality of the Christmas they feel that they are missing.  At the end of the play, I attempted to show that Johnny realises that he has been unable to create the Christmas he desired, but finds recompense in the fact that he has at least fashioned one for himself that is an improvement on the near-suicidal alternative.  My purpose in writing Christmas with Johnny and Dee was, therefore, to show that the pursuit of its macguffin, an idealised Christmas, was a fruitless one, but that other rewards might be won through that pursuit.

The macguffin in Have-a-Go Hero is the idea of justice, with the action of the play originating in the dilemma created when a security systems company owner knocks out a burglar with a baseball bat.  The play depends initially on the nebulousness of notions of justice to generate dramatic tension, with the homeowner, Dean Stepford, held in deadlock with the burglar, Tea Leaf, when Tea Leaf threatens to charge Dean with assault if he summons the police.  While it seems that Tea Leaf has acted unjustly by breaking into Dean’s home, Dean does not in turn act justly by knocking Tea Leaf unconscious, binding him to a chair and threatening to torture him.  In the play, I attempted to exploit the blurring of the boundaries between justice and injustice with the revelation of the relationship between Tea Leaf and Dean’s wife, Diane.  At the play’s conclusion, Diane and Tea Leaf exact their notion of justice by murdering Dean, but this is obviously at odds with Dean’s idea of what constitutes justice!  The play demonstrates that the nature of the macguffin shifts according to perspective and while it might be characterised in a single term – in this case, ‘justice’ – the nature of its pursuit is not similarly unified.
In Touchy Feely, the characters pursue the Lacanian goal of the desire of the big Other.  In the Guy-Juliet relationship, for example, Juliet seeks Guy’s desire in his initial need for her practical assistance.  Once he has established his independence, he no longer wishes to spend time with her, so she discovers ultimately that he does not desire her because he does not request her presence when he has no practical need for her to fulfil.  This demonstrates Lacan’s point that desire is the extent to which demand exceeds need; if there is no demand beyond the fulfilment of a need, there is also no desire.  The Guy-Juliet subplot in Touchy Feely feeds into the play’s theme, which explores the mutual dependence of those who offer counselling and those who are counselled.  My contention is that each member of this relationship seeks fulfilment in the other’s need for them and the problems discussed during counselling sessions are the medium by which this mutual need is expressed.  The admitted cynicism of this suggestion is rooted in my suspicion that counselling relationships often persist beyond the fulfilment of their initial need – the resolution of the original problem – betraying the mutual desire of counsellors and those they counsel.
While Juliet might use assisting Guy to overcome his disability as a ploy to spend time with him, Guy has no such pretext for being with Kelly outside the counselling group’s meetings and telephone sessions.  He is forced, therefore, to confront her directly with his desire for a relationship with her.  Guy’s wish for intimacy with Kelly is the macguffin that he pursues in the play and her rejection of his advances causes him to lash out at Juliet.  In this way, Kelly not only embodies the macguffin for Guy but also Juliet who craves to be desired as she is desired.  Kelly’s thrall also influences the play’s fourth character, Alice.  This is demonstrated in Alice’s questioning of whether the desire for what Kelly represents is a legitimate one.  All three female characters including Kelly thus recognise that she is a person onto whom fantasies are projected and all three respond differently to this phenomenon.  While Kelly employs it to make money (through her work as a cyber-stripper) and for personal amusement (in giving a false description of her appearance to Guy), Juliet, as I have explored, recognises its advantage in terms of gaining what she desires, while Alice sees female fantasy figures that appeal to men as culpable in sexually objectifying women.  The behaviour of all four characters in Touchy Feely is therefore to some extent motivated by the same macguffin – Kelly’s sexual attractiveness – but all four interpret this in different ways and behave accordingly.  Again, because of this typical multiplicity of meaning and manifestation, the macguffin in Touchy Feely can not be stated objectives but, as I have been at pains to point out, it is not what the macguffin is that is important, but what it does.

The enigma of what is in the package in Hitchcock’s shaggy-dog story about the macguffin is what gives the tale its dynamic.  Although it becomes apparent that the parcel really contains nothing at all, the illusion or belief that it must hold something persists and it is this conviction that maintains interest in the story.  The macguffin is thus both the incipient motive within a narrative and that which drives it toward and beyond its ending (as I have explored, the ending of a story does not necessarily represent the exhaustion of its macguffin as a goal).  In composing a narrative, it is not the work of a writer to find a macguffin that holds genuine value and motive force for his or her central characters, but to make it seem that the actions they take in pursuit of whatever they pursue are proportionate to the value they attribute to their goal.  In Samuel Beckett’s (1972) Waiting for Godot, for example, Vladimir and Estragon are not proactive in pursuit of the play’s macguffin, the eponymous Godot, but simply wait for him.  The value of the macguffin in this play is measurable in terms of how long the characters are prepared to wait.  If they were prepared to wait for only a few minutes, the narrative would invite the conclusion that Godot’s appearance was not particularly important, but because they wait interminably, the eventual appearance of the absent character seems increasingly important.  Beckett thus establishes a resolution that is postponed indefinitely, but the promise of that resolution – Godot arriving and making sense of everything – maintains dramatic tension throughout the action of the play.  Moreover, it is this action, sustained by the promise of resolution, which is most important.  When, at the end of the play, Godot still does not appear, the long-expected denouement remains unfulfilled, but this expectation has generated the dramatic movement in the play and it is the production of this dynamic, not its fulfilment, that is its role.

I hope to have shown that, when scrutinised, the macguffin within a narrative is found to amount to nothing, a void in which value is invested to render it a thing of great importance.  It is a concept that is essential to a narrative because it establishes a goal for the protagonists and provides a direction in which the drama might move.  Without a macguffin, a drama might prove directionless with little at stake to engage its audience’s interest.  It does not take a giant leap of imagination to conclude that the macguffin not only occurs within fictional narrative, but ubiquitously as a psychological phenomenon.  It might also provide the answer to the question I have been addressing throughout this essay – why do creative writers write?

Conclusion
I began this essay by describing the impossibility of arriving at a point at which a final statement either on or of a work of creative writing could be made.  The creative writing process is perpetually ongoing and so it is possible to present only a transitory representation of a work and not an ultimate rendering incapable of further revision or improvement.  Works of creative writing are necessarily abandoned and not finished because to attempt to finish them is futile.  The fundamental challenge in devising motivational models for creative writing is that failure to take the dynamic nature of the creative process into account is inherent in attempting to construct a finite model.  Such a model requires a static hypothesis that is anathema to the dynamic reality of the creative writing process.  As I have described, it is insufficient to render creative writing as Freud does in terms of a process that has the fulfilment of specific repressed desires as its terminus.  If this were the case, creative writers would simply cease writing with the fulfilment of those particular desires.  Given that successful creative writers continue to write despite their success, it is necessary to acknowledge that the goal of the creative writing process is ultimately elusive, lying always beyond any given point in the creation of a particular text.  There is no reason, though, to suppose that this is a phenomenon peculiar to creative writing.  The object of any endeavour is immediately superseded once it is achieved so that there is never an ultimate point of fulfilment or completion.  The semblance of such a point, however, persists and it is this illusion that produces movement as individuals reach endlessly for it.  This ceaseless pursuit of an amorphous objective can be discovered in the essential ontological question of the meaning of life.  A structuralist linguistics approach posits that ‘the meaning of life’ can never be found, not simply because it cannot be located within a particular object, endeavour or emotion, but because it is impossible to mean in such a fundamental way.  An infinite chain of signification results in the perpetual deferment of meaning that in turn produces constant desire for meaning.  This desire has no terminus and can never be sated.  There is no ‘end of the day’, there is no ‘happily ever after’ and so there is no ultimate ‘meaning of life’.

The danger in pointing out that all desired objects and objectives are ultimately empty is that to do so is to shatter the illusion of the possibility of achieving desire.  Such an assertion might lead to the nihilistic position that, since all goals and desires are ultimately empty, there is no value in, and nothing to be achieved by, pursuing any of them.  This was a pitfall that Lacan recognised in positing his theory of the phallus, as Bowie (1991:156) observes:

[Lacan] has created an increasingly menacing world-picture that it would not be improper, he concedes, to call ‘ahuman’: the subject is divided from the beginning and forever, desire is the unhappy pursuit of an impossible goal, and the reign of the phallus is an empty display founded on craven fear.

Lacan discovers a way out from this bleak scenario, Bowie continues, through his notion of ‘jouissance’.

‘Jouissance’ might be translated directly as ‘enjoyment’, but, for Lacan, the term is associated primarily with experiences of intolerable suffering.  This is best understood, as Hill and Leach (1996:51-61) describe, in terms of the nature of a symptom.  While alcoholism or drug addiction, for example, might in part be symptomatic of physical dependence on the abused substances, their origins lie in the suffering of the individuals who turn to drink or drugs.  When the addict or alcoholic seeks to escape his or her suffering through intoxication, the benefits he or she experiences are derived not only from the pleasant sensations induced by the narcotics, but also from the temporary alleviation of the suffering.  Jouissance is the enjoyment of this release.  Such enjoyment is also pursued in far less self-destructive ways than alcoholism or drug addiction.  A hypochondriac experiences jouissance when complaining of his or her real or imagined ailments, while those who indulge in ‘retail therapy’ or comfort eating achieve a similar release while shopping or eating.  In these examples, it is possible to observe the distinction between jouissance and pleasure.  While individuals might experience jouissance and pleasure simultaneously, as the alcoholic does while intoxicated, pleasure is the result of the fulfilment of need while jouissance is an attempt to reconcile need with demand.  As I have described, Lacan equated desire with the extent to which demand exceeds need, so jouissance is experienced through attempts to fulfil desire.  Since to do so is to attempt to span a divide between variable positions, jouissance assumes a multiplicity of forms – from alcoholism to hypochondria to comfort eating.  If a clinical diagnostic approach is taken to an act of jouissance, it is possible to determine the symptom – the act itself – but the cause is always indistinct because it lies within desire.  Acts of jouissance are what Lacan (2002:335) describes as articulations of desire, but desire can not be articulated because it has no final or fixed position and its symptoms are thus multifarious.

As I have explored earlier, a ‘symptom’ is typically viewed as something that must be removed by treating the condition that engenders it.  Since desire is endemic in the human condition, jouissance is a symptom of an ailment that cannot be treated.  What is required, then, is a shift in terms so that a symptom is not automatically considered negative or subject to purgation.  Of course, the incipient problems for conditions such as alcoholism and drug addiction need to be addressed in order to direct individuals toward less self-destructive articulations of desire, but otherwise, as Lacan suggests, jouissance offers release and respite from the continual pursuit of desire that is impossible to fulfil.  Individuals thus indulge in jouissance in order to enable them to accommodate the pressures of this pursuit and, in this light, its symptoms are positive.

Since jouissance is an attempt to reconcile need with desire, any human activity not connected directly with the meeting of need is a source of jouissance.  Successful businesspeople whose needs are more than adequately met by their personal fortunes continue to work in pursuit of wealth because they discover that what they desire cannot be purchased.  They derive jouissance from amassing further wealth in the discovery that the excess of income over need is an articulation of their desire.  Likewise, a creative writer might derive jouissance from abandoning the pursuit of an alternative, more lucrative career in order to write.  In this case, desire is articulated by the extent of the sacrifice the writer makes.  Creative writing itself might thus be described as a symptom of desire – a position that is very close to Freud’s.  As I have described, though, the flaw in Freud’s argument is that he is too specific in attributing the nature of the desire and in apportioning it to artists in particular.  Everyone whose essential needs are adequately met must find ways in which to accommodate the extent to which demand (and so desire) persists above these.  The symptoms of striving to do so may have some spectacularly self-destructive manifestations, such as alcoholism, drug abuse or self-harming, but the majority of individuals find ways that are more salubrious in which to accommodate their importunate desire.  The symptoms of desire are thus essential in enabling individuals to endure ‘the unhappy pursuit of an impossible goal’ and enjoyment of them, jouissance, compensates for the fact that the perceived goal of existence can never be achieved.  This health-giving aspect of jouissance leads to the conclusion that where it has benign or positive manifestations – creative writing, for example – it should be valued.  As Slavoj Žižek (2001) exhorts through the title of his book – enjoy your symptom.

I described in the foregoing section how the macguffin’s most important function in drama is to generate the action of a narrative rather than to be realised as an objective.  The central character in a drama must strive to achieve something he or she desires and the striving for its achievement engages the audience.  The distance of the protagonist from his or her goal generates dramatic tension and the tension dispels once the goal either is reached or is judged unworthy of its pursuit.  Parallels might be drawn between this phenomenon and Freud’s concepts of Eros and Thanatos, the life and death instincts.  Eros is the motivating force behind the continual effort to meet instinctual needs.  These fuel what could be described as the dramatic tension of life since, although they might be temporarily sated (through feeding or reproduction, for example), they are continually renewed.  The unattainable goal of instinctual existence is to meet these needs permanently, but, because this is impossible, it results in an existential tension that drives individuals through a permanent succession of temporary fulfilment.  The only way in which this succession might be halted is, of course, through death, which thus also represents a fulfilment of the existential goal.  Freud posits that recognition that death represents a permanent cessation of insatiable instinctual tensions is manifested in Thanatos, the death instinct.  Eros is thus akin to the continued pursuit of the macguffin or phallus fuelled by the tension generated by the persistence of instinctual needs, while Thanatos is the recognition that the only way in which this tension can truly be resolved is by abandoning the pursuit.  While Thanatos is the pursuit of a genuine terminus or fulfilment, Eros is that of a goal that will never be reached.  The goal of the life instinct is the perpetuation of life and this is continually achieved while life persists.  Pursuit of an abstract, impossible goal fulfils the goal of continued existence in the same way that characters’ pursuit of the macguffin within a narrative generates the action of the story.  The purpose of the life instinct is to perpetuate life and, likewise, the purpose of the macguffin is to perpetuate narrative.  Neither has a final absolute terminus because such a point is antithetical to the function of both.  The primary objects of life and narrative are life and narrative, not an ultimate point of fulfilment or closure within either.  While narrative fictions necessarily have endings, these do not fulfil their readers’ or writers’ appetites for narrative.  The enjoyment of a text is derived from the release of dramatic tension, but that tension must be renewed in order to glean further enjoyment.  In the same way that Freud’s grandson renewed the dramatic tension of his fort-da game by throwing his reel back into his crib, audiences seek renewed tension in fiction by consuming a succession of texts, or, if a narrative is particularly satisfying, by beginning it again.  Narrative is thus a continuum consisting of an endless sequence of rises and releases of dramatic tension.  There is never a final release or dramatic tension since nothing that precipitates such a release is ultimately equal to the object of desire that drives narrative.  Just as in the signifying chain one signifier leads inexorably to another, so one narrative’s resolution shortly gives way to the rising tension of another.  Dramatic tension perpetuates narrative; it does not provide a means by which it might be terminated.

The creative process has an identical structural dynamic.  A creative writer embarking on the composition of a new work of fiction is subject both to the dramatic tension of the narrative on which he or she is working and the creative tension of the writing process.  The narrative’s dramatic tension holds the writer in thrall in much the same way that it will engage its eventual audience, except, of course, that choices of the direction of the narrative and the best way in which to maximise its dramatic tension are the writer’s prerogative.  Creative tension arises from comparison of the extent of the work’s completion at any given point with the writer’s perception of the state of development that would constitute its completion.  Since the visualised state of a work’s completion and its actual realisation never coincide, creative tension persists beyond the point at which a writer decides to abandon a work.  Here again is the persistent motif of an unreachable goal that drives individuals perpetually towards it.  A writer might enjoy the partial release of creative tension that a work’s publication or performance allows, but, because a published or performed work is necessarily an incomplete realisation of a writer’s vision, it also demonstrates to the author that he or she has not reached the originally envisaged goal.  Publication or performance is thus experienced as jouissance – it is an expression but not a fulfilment of an elusive desire.  The pursuit of this desire motivates a writer to write and, while there might be periods of jouissance, there is no eventual fulfilment as works of creative writing always fall short of the goal for which their authors strive.  Desire to create an ultimate work of fiction leads the creative writer always back to their writing and so perpetuates the creative writing process.  And it is the process itself that is of greater importance than any possible fulfilment or outcome.

I have taken as my epigraph to this essay Hamlet’s derisive remarks to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern when they attempt to manipulate him using assumptions they make about his motives.  Shakespeare’s Prince of Denmark points out that his university friends are trying to play metaphorically on an ‘instrument’ as complex as a human mind when they are unable even to draw a tune from a simple pipe.  My feeling is that all who set out to determine human motivation need to beware of this pitfall.  The problem with attempting to delineate the psychological motives that engender and perpetuate the creative writing process is that these cannot be reduced to a simple equation.  This is Freud’s error in suggesting that creative writing is a symptom of an inability to fulfil particular instinctual needs.  The result of his hypothesis is a binary model that posits that the activity (or symptom) will terminate with the fulfilment of these needs.  By determining the nature of the desire that motivates the creative writing process in more abstract terms than Freud’s, Lacan’s theories offer a more complex approach to interpreting the drive to write.  The notion of an ultimately elusive goal rooted in the structural system of language not only explains why desire, and consequently drive, survives any particular fulfilment, it also removes the emphasis of this phenomenon from creative writing specifically.  Since everyone is subject to language’s structural impositions, no one is exempt from the desire that these establish, but individuals discover a multiplicity of ways in which to accommodate the pursuit of this unachievable desire psychologically.  Creative writing is thus just one manifestation of the symptoms of this pursuit and there is no reason to single the activity out, as Freud does, as a particular example of the behavioural outcomes of repressed instinctual appetites.
Given the universality of the pursuit of an unattainable, indefinable goal, it is unsurprising that this phenomenon is also discovered within narrative.  Creative writers attempt to approximate lived experiences within fictional texts and, since this experience is founded on a perpetual quest for a symbolic object of desire, characters within narratives are shown to be motivated by abstract goals.  The motive forces that engender the creative writing process are therefore intimately related to those that might be explored within the content of the writing.  In addition, the universality of these forces means that they engage audiences when they are portrayed within narrative.  While it is possible to generalise so far, it is impossible to predict what form the pursuit of an entirely nebulous goal might take because its amorphousness invites no particular approach to its achievement.  This is to the advantage of creative writers who are consequently able to devise numerous narratives that depict characters in pursuit of an abstract goal, but it does not lend itself to the production of a clearly defined motivational model.  Making specific assumptions based on broad generalisations is a hazardous activity likely to result in misapprehension, as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern discover when they believe that they are aware of Hamlet’s motives.  Consequently, it is impossible to say definitely or definitively what motivates anyone to do anything beyond stating the human desire to reach perpetually beyond present circumstances.
If it seems unsatisfactory to conclude that it is impossible to pinpoint exactly the motive forces that engender the creative writing process, it is necessary to recognise that the pursuit of an absolute conclusion is itself a manifestation of the quest for the phallus or macguffin.  A better approach might be to question what would be achieved if it were possible to discover the origins of the desire to write.  If it could be proved, for example, that creative writers suffer from a kind of benign insanity, would it be desirable to find a cure for this?  For me, this investigation has confirmed my realisation that conventional notions of success from creative writing are not its only goal and ought not to be allowed to invalidate the process if they are not achieved.  While the majority of writers desire publication, performance and payment for their writing, they should not feel inclined to give up writing or feel themselves failures if they do not achieve these goals.  As I have stated, creative writing persists beyond such ‘fulfilments’, so that the only ultimate constant is not fleeting moments of success but the creative writing process itself.  This process has brought me into contact with many of my present friends, involved me in activities that I would not have otherwise undertaken and caused me to travel to places to which I would not otherwise have travelled.  It has a phallic dynamic; the ability to move and change apparently by itself.  Whether or not I achieve further success from my creative writing, the activity will be worthwhile because to abandon it is to become inert and forego the possibility of further movement.  To engage fully in the creative writing process is to accept that there is no ultimate goal, that nothing is ever finished and that there is only movement and change.  While there are apparent endings and conclusions, they are really only part of an eternally ongoing process.
Ultimately, these are not the last words…
practicalities and pragmatics

Introduction to Play Scripts

In the foregoing essay, I have set out deliberately to explore the creative writing process from the perspective of literary and psychological theory in an attempt to gain some distance from the process.  As I describe early in the essay, it is impossible to observe yourself objectively because of the homunculus problem – truly objective self-observation requires the unattainable ability to assume a perspective outside of yourself – but I pursue my line of reasoning in the conviction that scrutinising the creative writing process through the frame of academic disciplines that are ancillary to it allows greater objectivity than attempting to assess the process from within it.  In order to achieve this distance, I have centred on the work of Freud, who is often hostile to creative writing, singling out artists (and writers in particular) as individuals motivated by ‘excessively powerful instinctual needs’ (1975ii:376).  From this oppositional viewpoint, I find, via Lacan, that the motives for creative writing are not, as Freud suggests, particular to the activity and that successful creative writers employ the human communality of abstract desire in holding their audiences in thrall.  While taking a longer view of the creative writing process is my purpose in the preceding essay, and doing so allows me to gain insights into the dynamics of writing, this approach leaves the following play scripts in something of a contextual vacuum in terms of my approach to writing them.  I aim to address this vacuum in this introduction to my scripts.

In his book on playwriting and theatre directing, The Crafty Art of Playmaking, Alan Ayckbourn (2002:ix) writes that he had previously refused requests to write such a book because his

approach to both jobs has been extremely pragmatic.  I’m rarely one to theorise and when I try, I tend to get myself in the most awful tangle and have doubtless confused many more would-be authors or aspiring directors than I’ve ever managed to help.  I see both activities as purely practical ones that can never in the strict sense be ‘taught’.  They both rely ultimately on a spontaneity and instinct that defies theory.

While I am evidently more given to theorising than Ayckbourn, I agree with his assertion that the process of composing and staging plays is more pragmatic than theoretical.  The work of writing is, in Beryl Bainbridge’s (Turner (1996:54)) terms, ‘simply getting on with it’, applying persistent practical effort to composing and redrafting a work until its writer deems it ‘finished’.  A pragmatic approach is what has shaped the work in the following portfolio.

Chronology

I present the following four scripts in order of their original productions – the usual way in which published collected works are ordered.  The scripts were not written in this sequence but overlapped in the writing and leapfrogged each other into production.

Have-a-Go Hero is my first stage play as an adult, and I wrote the script during 1996 and developed it at workshop sessions with my writers’ group, Southwest Scriptwriters, late that year and early in 1997.  I wrote the initial drafts of Bacon Sandwich in 1998 but, having completed several drafts, set it aside because I felt the idea was too similar to Willy Russell’s (1996) Stags and Hens.  Next, I wrote and rewrote Touchy Feely during 1999, submitting it for Southwest Scriptwriters’ annual competition in November that year.  Touchy Feely was the competition’s overall winner and consequently became the first play in this collection I produced – in the New Vic Studio at the Bristol Old Vic in May 2000.  During the production of Touchy Feely, I was approached by the University of the West of England’s Centre for the Performing Arts (CPA) for a script to produce on the Edinburgh Festival Fringe.  I offered Have-a-Go Hero as a possibility and rewrote it for its debut production at the Alma Tavern pub theatre in Bristol in July 2000, transferring to Old St Paul’s Church Hall in Edinburgh in August.  I rewrote Bacon Sandwich during the late summer and autumn of that year, concluding that prenuptial events were a perennial theme for drama and the challenge of setting a play amidst them was to discover fresh approaches to the subject matter and setting.  I worked again with the CPA to produce Bacon Sandwich at the Alma Tavern in May 2001 and the success of this production led to the idea of presenting a double-bill of my plays at a larger venue.

Acid Drops, staged at Bristol’s QEH Theatre in October 2001, was originally to have featured Have-a-Go Hero with Bacon Sandwich, but I felt that it would be better to offer some new material in the show and so wrote Christmas with Johnny and Dee in the summer of 2001.  Because this was a bespoke piece for the Acid Drops double-bill, there was little time to progress beyond an initial draft ahead of the production.  The version of the script included here is the one produced and is consequently the least developed of the four plays in the portfolio.  In January 2003, Bacon Sandwich was selected for the Television Arts Performance Showcase (TAPS)
 Full-Length Script Development Course, and I worked on the play in consultation with a script editor before videotaping script-in-hand performances of extracts from it for screening at TAPS events throughout the UK.  Bacon Sandwich won me the TAPS Drama Writer of the Year 2003 Award, which I received at a ceremony at the British Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) in Piccadilly in March 2004.  The version of the script I have included in the portfolio is the one developed with TAPS.

The above summary of the chronology of the composition of the accompanying plays shows that I did not write and develop them in linear order, but returned to each according to inclination and arising opportunities.  Each script does represent a more ordered stage in my development as a playwright, something I discuss below.  I also wrote drafts of five more plays during this period, one of which, Hurry Down Doomsday, I produced as a rehearsed reading as part of Southwest Scriptwriters’ New Writing Festival in the New Vic Studio in April 1998.  While I see these five uncompleted scripts as abortive attempts, my experience in writing Bacon Sandwich demonstrates that the passage of time offers fresh perspectives on previous, unfinished work that might enable its future completion.  Even if I do not return to these scripts to finish them, they might be cannibalised as source material for future works.

Why write for the stage?

Again, pragmatism has been a significant factor in choice of medium for my scriptwriting.  Before writing stage plays, I wrote mostly radio drama scripts, a choice originating in a period of near-blindness in the late 1980s and founded on the misconception that radio is a ‘blind’ medium because it is realised in sound only – it is no more ‘blind’ than a novel is ‘blind, deaf and dumb’.  While radio drama is often cited as a good opportunity for aspiring scriptwriters, and despite some efforts to present it on independent stations, there is essentially only one market for radio drama scripts in the UK – the BBC.  Writers have the choice of sending scripts to the Corporation’s regional production centres or taking the more targeted approach of identifying individual BBC radio drama producers whose work they feel is similar in style to their own and submitting plays directly to them.  However much a tyro writer targets scripts within the BBC, though, producers are able to draw also on established radio dramatists, and schedulers can fill air time with recordings from the institution’s extensive archive, further squeezing the already limited market for new writers.  I am more than ready to admit that the radio scripts I submitted to the BBC were not of sufficient quality for broadcast, but the apparent complete absence of opportunity to achieve anything apart from the accumulation of further rejection letters led me to look elsewhere for an outlet for my drama writing.

As I have discussed in the foregoing essay, creative writers need tenacity and determination to succeed, motivated, as Malcolm Bradbury points out (in Turner (1996:52)), by a ‘profound commitment’.  The profundity of my commitment to my writing might be called into question by my abandonment of writing radio drama, but with the benefit of hindsight I recognise that this was the right decision.  I have found since working on stage plays that my scriptwriting improved significantly with the experience of working with actors and theatre directors.  Without this experience it is difficult to gauge just how effective a script might be in performance and consequently successive work remains below broadcast standard because the writer lacks the experience necessary to write any better.  It might be argued that determined would-be radio dramatists can and do gain the skills necessary to write broadcast-standard scripts by developing an ‘ear’ for the medium through extensive listening, but to stick doggedly to any particular medium or market for your writing is to ignore the opportunities available elsewhere.

On joining Southwest Scriptwriters in the mid-1990s, I discovered that other group members were finding success with stage plays and learned of the new writing theatres in London, including Soho, the Royal Court, Hampstead and the Bush.  These theatres receive many hundreds of script submissions every year and the competition for productions is extremely fierce, but their number and focus on new writing means that they at least offer more opportunities than those generated by a strategy of submitting scripts exclusively to BBC Radio Drama.  While a production at one of the new writing theatres in London is a zenith for an emerging playwright, there are also opportunities for dramatists at theatres throughout the UK, with companies such as Birmingham Rep, Theatre Royal Plymouth and Sgript Cymru in Cardiff taking a proactive approach to staging new work.

In addition to the larger market for stage plays, it occurred to me that writers were able to be more proactive in theatre production than in drama for other media.  Writers are the primal creative force in the production of most fictional texts, but are reduced to near-passivity once they submit their work for publication or production.  The ultimate decision on whether or not the work of a writer is to be realised in its intended form (a book, a film, a television programme, a play) usually lies not with the writer, but with others, and a writer’s powerlessness is compounded by this remote wielding of acceptance and rejection.  In his editorial to the March 2005 edition of ScriptWriter Magazine, literary agent Julian Friedmann (2005:5) comments that

writers, in particular, need to prepare themselves for endless rejections, often by people less talented than they are.  Most successful writers have had many more rejections than deals.  It is the nature of the business.  It is painful being rejected by people who know less than you do, who can’t write as well and sometimes clearly cannot read scripts properly.

A writer might circumvent these gatekeepers or ‘threshold guardians’ (Campbell (1988:77-78)) by producing his or her own work.  Whereas the making of a film, television programme or radio drama requires industrial sums of money to fund it, a stage play, albeit on a small scale, is a more feasible option for self-production, and I was partly drawn to writing for the theatre by this possibility.

I am keen to encourage writers to be more proactive in finding ways in which to present their work to an audience, but in doing so I feel it is important to caution against arrogance and the flattering idea of the writer as auteur.  In the first place, it is folly for a writer to self-produce or publish a work for which he or she is unlikely to find an audience.  While established producers or publishers might not believe that there is a market for a particular work, this does not mean that its writer cannot find his or her own audience, but the ultimate discovery of that audience must be based on intelligence gathered before the production process begins and not on unfounded self-belief.  In producing the plays in the following portfolio, I was certain that I could depend on family, friends, work colleagues and members of Southwest Scriptwriters to form an audience and ultimately my productions also drew members of the public.  It was always my concern, though, to ensure that the scale of production costs remained in proportion to potential ticket sales, and it is this ratio that distinguishes the responsible self-publisher or producer from one acting through vanity – the usual adjective applied pejoratively to self-publishing or producing.

Vanity is also to be avoided in theatre production when a writer-producer is deciding to what extent he or she will be involved in the production itself.  A writer breaking the customary dependence on an established production company might believe that he or she can also step into the role of director or actor or both.  This, though, is to preclude the contribution others can make to the eventual quality of the produced work.  In the same way that it is useful to get feedback on a draft script, a director or actor who lacks the author’s intimate involvement with a text will bring a fresh perspective simply by virtue of the ability to view the script in a way in which its writer cannot – overcoming the homunculus problem.  As I have commented above, working with actors and directors on the following scripts helped me learn what will and what will not work on stage, ultimately improving my skill as a playwright.

A pragmatic approach to gaining productions of my work might suggest that I have only a superficial or dilettante interest in writing for the stage, that I am committed to it as a medium only insofar as it seems easier to achieve a theatre production than one in film, radio or television.  While relative ease of access is admittedly a significant factor in my choice of the medium, writing for the theatre also attracts me for creative and experiential reasons.

I have said already that the process of working with actors has been invaluable in improving my playwriting.  At its most basic level this is manifested in the discovery of the kind of lines that can actually be spoken.  While it is useful to read a script aloud when writing it, the lines may seem to flow to the writer because he or she knows what is coming and what is intended.  Inevitably, though, once a script takes the stage it will be realised differently from the writer’s vision because it must be conveyed by the actors performing it.  When staging Touchy Feely, for example, Ryan Kelly, who played Guy, found that he could perform most effectively using his native Scots accent.  This choice meant that Ryan could deliver his lines with more vociferousness than when affecting an alternative (received pronunciation) accent, and the Scots vernacular also suited the character.  Had I insisted that the character’s lines be spoken as I had written them – without a strong regional accent – this would not only have detracted from the quality of the performance by compelling the actor to play against his strengths, but would also have prevented his inhabiting the character as fully as possible.  An actor is not merely a bland conduit through which a playwright’s lines are passed, unchanged, to the audience, but a secondary author who re-imagines the character he or she is portraying based on what the playwright has written.  Because of this dynamic, a play’s realisation in performance differs significantly from the way in which its author imagined it originally.  ‘Once it materializes the project will […] inevitably be at a remove from the initial aim (which was moreover a mere sketch),’ writes Claude Lévi-Strauss (1966:21), ‘a phenomenon which the surrealists have felicitously called “objective hazard”.’  While the idea of ‘objective hazard’ is useful in determining the disparity between creative vision and realisation, the felicitousness of the phrase depends on how far it is accepted that the necessary adaptations in the inceptive ‘sketch’ are actually hazardous to a project’s materialisation.  ‘Hazard’ implies that anything that causes amendment or adaptation to the original vision is detrimental to its realisation.  My experience with playwriting is that ‘hazards’ to the initially envisaged objective, such as an actor’s rendering of a script in a way that differs from the one imagined by its writer, enhance rather than detract from the project’s ultimate realisation and are therefore to be embraced.

In the theatre, the collaboration between author and actor (and director and designer) should make for a production that is superior to the author’s lone imaginings because each member of the production team contributes to the advancement of the script in performance.  While rehearsing the first production of Have-a-Go Hero, its director, Ned Milne, played ‘hot seat’, an acting warm-up game, with the cast in which he interviewed each actor in character.  The actors’ responses to his questions helped them devise a more complex back story for their characters than that incorporated in the script, and this in turn informed their performances.  This activity is substantially the same as that of creating the characters in the first place, except that an actor playing a single role is able to focus specifically on the development of his or her character, while the playwright must divide his or her attention in creating all of the characters in the play.  While the discoveries made by the actors in rehearsals do not necessarily result in changes to the script, the work is interpreted and reinterpreted in preparation for performance so that the creative process for the playwright does not end when rehearsals begin.  This continual striving to enhance the eventual production is another aspect of writing for the stage that attracts me to the medium.

Creative fluidity in the theatre also continues beyond rehearsals.  While recorded drama becomes increasingly static during its pre-release as the best performances from the recorded takes are selected and edited into the completed film, TV programme or radio drama, continual change is inherent in live performance.  In the foregoing essay, I have concluded that a work of creative writing is never truly ‘finished’, but the extent to which an author is able to revise a film, TV programme, radio drama or printed work once it is presented to its audience is far smaller than with a theatre production because of the lack of the live element.  It might be argued that recorded and printed media can in fact be rerecorded and revised if authors are dissatisfied with audience responses to the works as presented initially, but again the scope for this is not as great or immediate as in the theatre.  On stage, actors interact with the audience and adapt their performances accordingly – by timing lines in response to laughter, for example – and consequently a live show is instantly reflexive to its audience in a way that recorded dramas are not.  Of course, a writer cannot intervene easily to rework his or her script during performances and ought properly ask a production’s director to convey changes to the cast in post-performance notes rather than approaching the actors directly, but it is possible to make instant revisions for subsequent performances based on observation of audience reactions.

I have found the heightened level of engagement with the audience that theatre offers one of the most satisfying aspects of producing the following plays and this is another aspect of playwriting that particularly appeals to me.  While writers of television or radio drama are also able to observe audiences, the nature of these media is that viewers and listeners are not gathered in one place and so only a very partial view of the audience might be glimpsed.  Cinema audiences are similar to theatrical ones insofar as film-viewing is a communal experience, but my feeling is that reactions are muted because of the necessary interaction with filmed, absent performers instead of live, present ones – I have attended screenings of films, for example, which have so engaged their audiences that they applaud spontaneously at the final credits, but then break off abruptly in the self-conscious realisation that a show of appreciation is inappropriate.  The audience-watching experience is perhaps least rewarding, though, for novelists and other writers whose work is intended to be read rather than performed because, although it is possible to observe someone reading a novel, poem or short story, it is difficult to tell to what they are reacting if they react at all.  Theatre, then, offers writers the most intense interaction with their audiences.

The satisfaction gleaned from a more intimate relationship with audiences in the theatre comes not only from the worthy, practical application of observed audience reactions to developing scripts, but from the gratification experienced in provoking a response.  In the preceding essay I have described Eric Berne’s (1968:14) assertion that, as they grow, infants learn to substitute acts of recognition from others for the close physical intimacy with their mothers experienced in early life, ultimately becoming able ‘to do with more subtle, even symbolic, forms of handling, until the merest nod of recognition may serve the purpose to some extent, although [the] original craving for physical contact may remain unabated.’  If ‘the merest nod of recognition’ offers some fulfilment of a primal desire for physical intimacy – functioning, in Berne’s terms, as a ‘stroke’ – it is evident that a group of individuals collectively recognising the work of a writer – by attending a performance, by laughing, by applauding – offers that writer a substantial stroke in doing so.  My experience bears this out with those occasions on which audiences have responded positively to my plays, both during and following performances, proving the most rewarding of my writing career.  As I have described, I believe that gratification of this kind can be experienced most intensely in the theatre because of the proximity of the audience and its relative readiness to respond, but such moments of recognition are surely a substantial motive for all creative writers in every medium.

Attempting to unpick the choice of a particular medium for your creative writing has at its root the question of the motive for the activity in the first place which I have addressed in the foregoing essay.  As I have explored here, my choice of playwriting is based on pragmatic, creative and experiential motives, but my ultimate goal in writing is to make a connection with my audience and this is achieved when that connection is recognised and acknowledged.  I believe that the route to such a connection begins not with an attempt to think oneself into the mind of the audience, but with personal preference.  In other words, I set out to write plays that I would like to attend.

Contemporary Playwriting and Influences

In his polemical A to Z of contemporary playwrights, The Full Room, Dominic Dromgoole (2000:v) offers the following upbeat summary of new theatre writing in the 1990s:

Never before in the history of humans wandering, waving, shouting and scrawling their way across the face of the earth, have so many of them been engaged in the peculiar business of writing plays.  […]  Like it or lump it, we are living in the middle of a carnival, a free revel, a fete, a flower show, a harvest home, a steam fair, a rock festival, a grand glorious tender wild burst of new plays.

Many of the playwrights that emerged during this fecund period wrote what became known as ‘in-yer-face’ theatre, a kind of drama that Aleks Sierz (2000:5) describes as

so powerful, so visceral, that it forces audiences to react: either they feel like fleeing the building or they are suddenly convinced that it is the best thing they have ever seen, and want all their friends to see it too.  It is the kind of theatre that inspires us to use superlatives, whether in praise or condemnation.

As I have suggested above, my playwriting was partly inspired by the more bountiful opportunities on offer to writers for the stage, and the ebullient atmosphere surrounding new theatre writing described by Dromgoole also influenced me to work in the medium.  I am not, however, moved to Sierz’s polarised hyperbole when it comes to the most significant examples of ‘in-yer-face’ theatre.

The best-known ‘in-yer-face’ plays are Sarah Kane’s (1996) Blasted and Shopping and Fucking by Mark Ravenhill (1996).  While even the most superficial consideration of playwriting in the decade from the mid-1990s should feature these two works, my purpose here is to outline the extent to which contemporary theatre writing influenced me in the composition of the following plays and, in this context, Kane and Ravenhill’s scripts are not of great interest.  These plays do, however, serve to illustrate my above point about making a connection with the audience.  Although both Blasted and Shopping and Fucking found, as Sierz says of ‘in-yer-face’ plays in general, ardent admirers and vehement detractors, I discover little in either script with which to identify.  Indeed, the intention of both works is to establish an alienating theatrical world – Ravenhill reflecting on the commoditisation of relationships and Kane presenting a bleak utopian vision of civil war in the UK – but I find little engaging or interesting in this.  Of the two works, I have studied Kane’s play most closely and in it she makes the point that the civil wars and ethnic cleansing in the former Soviet states contemporary with the script’s composition are not such a remote possibility in this country.  While I fully accept this point, Blasted does not dramatise its premise in a way that I find particularly insightful.  I discover little in any of the characters with which to empathise beyond a brute reflexive sympathy for the victim of (graphically depicted) atrocity and, because they do not otherwise invoke my understanding, the play’s moralistic statement of the fragility of a salubrious social order remains, for me, a cerebral point, in spite of its author’s exhaustive efforts to make a visceral statement.  In accepting Kane’s point, therefore, I am moved to little more than indifference and do not connect with her work.  Blasted is therefore not the kind of play I would attend and thus also not the kind of play I aim to write.

Despite my lack of enthusiasm for its two most prominent exponents, other writers from the ‘in-yer-face’ era have influenced my work, in particular, Jez Butterworth whose play Mojo (1995) I saw during its British regional premiere at Bristol Old Vic in late 1997.  Set in a Soho nightclub in the summer of 1958, the play centres on the machinations of a group of small-time gangsters as they manoeuvre for control of the club and to exploit the popularity of its resident 17-year-old rock’n’roll singer, Silver Johnny.  The struggle is reduced to a confrontation between Mickey, the right-hand man of Ezra, the establishment’s owner, and Ezra’s son, the psychotic Baby, with the remaining characters, Sweets, Potts and Skinny, shifting their allegiances between Mickey and Baby according to which of them is in the ascendant.  It is not so much the subject or theme of the script that I have drawn on – although I enjoy plays that centre on popular culture – but its style, especially that of its dialogue.  Sierz (2000:162) comments that, ‘The virtuosity of Butterworth’s language games is reminiscent of Mamet and Pinter, of Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead and Tarantino’s Reservoir Dogs, of Absurd drama as well as film noir.’  Attempting to read the published text before attending the above production of Mojo, I found Butterworth’s terse yet often repetitious dialogic style impenetrable and had difficulty in imagining how the lines might work in performance.  The production was a revelation and I realised that the sparseness of the dialogue gave it a great energy and pace that I was keen to bring to my writing.

This is not to suggest that I subsequently set out to emulate Butterworth, but instead to draw on his technique – by stripping down my dialogue in order to inject energy.  The scriptwriting experience I had already accumulated prior to first seeing Mojo meant that I was at that stage able to incorporate elements of other writers’ styles in my own work rather than slavishly imitating them.  The mishmash of styles that Sierz identifies in Butterworth’s script provides a useful example of how an individual writer’s ‘voice’ develops from a composite of influences, and I believe that my own writing style evolved in this way.  As I describe in the foregoing essay, David Lodge (1997:171) suggests that a writer’s development begins with imitation of the work of admired writers, and this emulation supplies the foundation for the later, more sophisticated, application of influences.  Much of my erstwhile radio drama writing was founded on imitation of the 1960s playwright Joe Orton, whose anarchic black comedies were a major influence.  By the time of writing my first adult stage play, Have-a-Go Hero, I had recognised that continued close following of another writer is not a productive way of proceeding, but, while I no longer set out deliberately to produce work like Orton’s, in common with all the writers I admire, his influence lingers.

As an example of this residual influence, the dramatic dynamic between the characters in Have-a-Go Hero echoes that of those in Orton’s (1992) first stage play Entertaining Mr Sloane (produced originally in 1964).  Sloane centres on a ménage a trios between a brother and sister, Ed and Kath, and Sloane, who rents a room in the siblings’ home.  Eventually, Sloane becomes embroiled sexually with both Ed and Kath, and is blackmailed into complying with their wishes when he murders their father, Kemp.  The play concludes with Kath and Ed making an arrangement to share Sloane’s favours.  Although the premise of Have-a-Go Hero is different to that of Sloane, centring on issues surrounding the rights of individuals to take the law into their own hands, my play broadly parallels Orton’s inasmuch as its story is about the way in which an established household absorbs an intruder.  In writing Have-a-Go Hero I recognised this parallel, but believe that employing this structure draws on Orton’s technique rather than simply imitates his playwriting – working at a similar level to incorporating the essence of Butterworth’s rapid-fire dialogue into my lines.

It would be disingenuous to suggest that, as my writing has evolved, I have not plundered the work of other writers directly.  The obvious example in Have-a-Go Hero is the mock game of charades in which the security systems company boss, Dean Stepford, threatens the burglar he has captured by re-enacting the infamous ear-severing scene from Quentin Tarantino’s (1995) Reservoir Dogs.  My choice of Dean’s surname is also a cinematic quotation from The Stepford Wives (1975) – a parody of idealised suburbia which I hoped to echo in Have-a-Go Hero.  A further filmic reference in this play is the burglar, Tea Leaf’s line, ‘I’m the daddy now’, a fairly oft-quoted phrase from Scum (1977), a television drama centring on the inmates of a borstal in which the central character, played by Ray Winstone, seizes leadership of the prisoners in a violent coup.  In the original production of Have-a-Go Hero, Qarie Marshall, playing Dean, based his performance on Winstone’s acting style and it was this that inspired the inclusion of the line from Scum.  I also ‘borrow’ from the film’s dialogue in Bacon Sandwich when Greg – whose vegetarianism is enforced by Wendy, his fiancée – tucks into the eponymous sandwich and Ben, Greg’s best man, remarks, ‘Vegetarians – I shit ’em,’ quoting another of Winstone’s lines in Scum.

My jackdaw-like approach to inserting sections of dialogue from other works extends also to ‘found’ dialogue from my daily life.  The initial lines in Touchy Feely (‘The telephone’s ringing…’), for example, are, as accurately as I can recall, transcribed directly from some initial training I undertook to become a telephone counsellor.  While these lines are not far removed from their original context, those I have gathered from other writers are at such a distance that their use is identifiable only when the texts from which they are drawn are invoked deliberately – in the Reservoir Dogs scene from Have-a-Go Hero, for example.  Elsewhere, I adapt material gathered from other sources to my own purpose (the line from Scum included in Bacon Sandwich), a process identifiable as Lévi-Strauss’s (1966:21) bricolage, which I outline in the preceding essay.

Stylistic influences such as those described above are, of course, quite superficial – although I find experimenting with combinations of these one of the most enjoyable aspects of the playwriting process – and I discover more substantial technical influences in the work of other writers.  In general, I am drawn to those dramatists whose work is character driven.  Playwrights such as David Hare, whose plays frequently focus on political issues, are anathema to my approach since their emphasis is on theme, whereas I favour writers like Mike Leigh whose scripts’ narratives and themes emerge organically through character development.

As I have explained above, working with actors to develop scripts particularly attracts me to writing for the stage, and I have always been fascinated by Leigh’s technique of improvising his scripts with his casts.  In relation to the following plays, Leigh’s (1997) screenplay Career Girls provided a helpful model for developing the female characters in Bacon Sandwich – I advised my play’s original cast to watch a videotape of the film – although Career Girls’ reliance on coincidence, I feel, shows that Leigh paid insufficient attention to plausible plot development.

Another work that influenced the development of Bacon Sandwich’s female characters was Catherine Johnson’s (1999) Shang-a-Lang in which a Bacchical trio of women from the West of England celebrate one of their number’s fortieth birthday at a 1970s nostalgia weekend in a holiday camp.  Like me, Johnson has lived most of her life in, as Dromgoole (2000:151) puts it, ‘the murky depths of Bristol’, and has consistently set her plays in and around the city.  I feel a similar fidelity to the ‘murky depths’ and, accordingly, set Bacon Sandwich in ‘a West Country town’ and Christmas with Johnny and Dee on a local bus route diverted to the nearby seaside resort of Weston-super-Mare.  Robert McKee (1998:68-71) stresses the importance of location in determining narrative, concluding that ‘There is no such thing as a portable story.  An honest story is at home in one, and only one, place and time.’ (71)  Dromgoole (2000:104) echoes this point – with  some reservations – in his commentary on John Godber:

Regionalism is of course a virtue, up to a point.  It is important for any writer to find a world, whether real or imaginary or a blend, to create it truthfully and with care, and thus use it as a microcosm for the wider world.  It’s the amplifier through which a writer creates volume from some small electrical impulse.  It’s vital for a writer to be true to that region.  Without it, writing soon becomes pale and bland.

Dromgoole’s reservation about regionalism in Godber’s case is that the resulting plays have an implicit localised xenophobia, assuming an aggressive, confrontational stance to all that lies beyond the work’s region.  Whether or not this is true of Godber’s writing is a moot point, but I agree with McKee and Dromgoole’s assertion that giving a script a clearly-defined location adds focus and flavour to it, and have found Catherine Johnson’s playwriting influential because of her sense of place – especially since the place in question is one we share.

A concise review of admired playwrights should also include Terry Johnson whose work I find of great interest, although it has not impacted directly on my scriptwriting in the way in which that of the writers listed above has done.  I especially like Johnson’s inclusion of individuals from popular culture in his plays – Albert Einstein, Marilyn Munroe and Joe DiMaggio in Insignificance (1985), Sigmund Freud and Salvador Dali in Hysteria (1995), members of the Carry On films team in Cleo, Camping, Emmanuel and Dick (1998), and Alfred Hitchcock in Hitchcock Blonde (2003) – as this technique allows him to build characters around established figures.  Hysteria is particularly interesting because it critiques Freud’s ideas in a surreal farce, which also draws on images from Dali’s paintings, that has a deft circular structure – a virtuosity in dramatic execution to which I aspire.  In Hitchcock Blonde, Johnson explores the boundaries between fantasy and reality, a theme I attempt in Touchy Feely, and again I feel I can learn from Johnson on this.

While I find Terry Johnson’s writing interesting on conceptual and thematic levels – I plan to use his technique of fictionalising historical figures in a future script – other playwrights influence my work stylistically.  I have described above how Jez Butterworth’s Mojo inspired a change in my approach to writing dialogue and some of those writers who Sierz (2000:162) lists as having shaped Butterworth’s dialogic style also contribute to my own.  During the late 1990s, I saw two productions of Eugene Ionesco’s (1958) The Bald Prima Donna, and enjoyed both the absurdity of the plot and (particularly) that of the dialogue.  Although I am not interested in writing Absurdist drama – I feel it belongs very specifically to a particular period in theatrical history – I enjoy including the kind of non sequiturs that characterise Absurdist dialogue in my lines.  My most evident use of this is in Dee’s speeches in Christmas with Johnny and Dee where he responds variously to ongoing events by reciting the shipping forecast and bus timetables.  While the effect of this is absurd, within the context of the character it is naturalistic because Dee is autistic and consequently not entirely in tune with the other characters.  Elsewhere, I have discovered more subtle ways in which to use non sequiturs.  In Bacon Sandwich, Wendy exclaims ‘Eyebrows tweezers!’ in response to Emma’s reflections on her relationship with Ben.  Again, the disjointed dialogue is routed in naturalism – Wendy has been thinking of a way in which to free herself from the ball and chain fastened to her ankle during Emma’s speech – but the dialogic effect is absurd.  The non sequiturs of Absurdist drama are thus part of the palette of techniques I employ when composing play scripts.

Other playwrights who have been notable influences on the following works are Ben Elton and Dario Fo.  Elton’s television sitcoms The Young Ones (1982-1984) and Blackadder (1986-1989)
 were instrumental in inspiring me to write in the first place and I set out to emulate them in the way that Lodge (1997:171) asserts that beginning writers attempt to copy the work of those writers they most admire.  In the theatre, Elton’s (1998) writing has a Swiftian satirical edge – in Gasping a multinational company discovers a way in which to sell air, while in Popcorn a serial killer consults television ratings figures in order to decide the fate of potential victims – and I hoped to infuse Have-a-Go Hero with satire of this kind.  I have also much-admired the mocking of bureaucracy in Fo’s (1987) Archangels Don’t Play Pinball, which combines satire and Absurd drama.

In general, I am most interested in works that are broadly naturalistic, character-based and darkly comic since, as I have explained, this is the kind of theatre that I like to see and consequently also that which I aim to write.  I believe that the best way in which to connect with an audience is to devise drama based on character because I feel that it is character and not theme with which audiences identify most readily (just as I am not attracted to the work of Kane and Hare because of their sovereign use of theme).  It is therefore with the emphasis firmly on character that I have developed the plays included here and I intend to maintain this emphasis in my future work.

Script Development

The influences that I have omitted above are those of practicality and pragmatism, which, as I stressed at the outset of this introduction are inherent in the playwriting process.  One of my influences, as I hope to have demonstrated by referring to him regularly in the preceding essay, is William Shakespeare, but a modern play by a new writer peopled with as many characters as Shakespeare’s works stands little chance of ever seeing the stage simply because it would prove too costly to produce.  Consequently, it is wise for an aspiring playwright to limit his or her cast size to five characters or fewer.  Production budgets also restrict the number of settings in which a play can be located since set building costs are also prohibitive.  Both of these financial strictures can be overcome creatively with cast members taking several roles and by leaving the settings to the audience’s imagination – a technique that John Godber employs liberally in Bouncers (2001), Up’n’Under (1991) and other plays – but for playwrights who prefer to work more naturalistically, cost restrictions enforce limited characters and locations.  These restrictions should not, though, be viewed as a hindrance to playwriting.  They instead compel writers to create the best possible drama with the available resources, employing the inexpensive tools of characterisation, dialogue and plot.  The discipline of economy in the theatre should make for better writing as this resists the temptation to rely on costly spectacle to hold the audience’s attention in the same way that some Hollywood films depend on special effects to disguise badly drawn characters and ill-conceived plots.  As I have been at pains to point out, the pragmatics and practicalities of playmaking impinge on the writing process – whether in terms of the ability of a production’s cast and crew to realise a script in the way imagined by its author or those of what is possible financially – but these amount to the discipline of playwriting, and learning to work within this is necessary to improve as a playwright.

None of the following plays has more than five characters and most are restricted to a single location.  Touchy Feely is set in various places around a university campus, but all of these can be achieved by simple rearrangement of furniture rather than by complex set changes.  Scenes in this play are intended to flow in rapid succession, so lengthy changes would be undesirable even if they were affordable.  Bacon Sandwich has three settings, the first two of which – the police cell and railway carriage – are staged concurrently.  It was my intention to fuse these two settings so that there was a kind of unconscious interaction between the four characters in their separate locations, employing a composite set in a similar way to Alan Ayckbourn (1973) in How the Other Half Loves.  Unfortunately, my writing is unequal to this challenge and the play ‘cuts’ between its two initial settings rather than blending them as I had hoped.  Both Have-a-Go Hero and Christmas with Johnny and Dee have single locations – a suburban living room and upstairs on a double-decker bus – in which characters are held hostage, naturally restricting the number of settings.

Although I have restricted the settings in all of the following plays in part for expediency’s sake, the choice of location has emerged through the development of character and is thus a secondary decision.  In developing Bacon Sandwich, for example, I began with the idea of a bride groom and his best man contemplating the following day’s wedding in a hotel room – a situation based on personal experience.  As I worked on the idea, it became clear that in order for the characters to reveal their relationship and personal conflicts it was necessary to place them under pressure.  Putting the wedding at risk was the obvious way in which to achieve this, and so I arrived at the idea that Greg and Ben were locked in a police cell, with a strong chance that they would be unable to attend the ceremony.  While this made for conflict between the characters, which in turn facilitated revelation of character, the resulting drama lacked direction because there was little to be resolved beyond whether or not they would make it to the wedding.  Including the bride and chief bridesmaid in the play allowed for a contrasting view of the events, although I needed to put them in a similar situation to the male characters for identical dramatic reasons.  Placing Wendy and Emma also at risk of being unable to make it to the wedding did not add immediately to the possibilities for alternative resolutions to the play because, again, the outcome was a matter of whether or not they would be freed in time to attend the ceremony.  Their inclusion did, however, establish the expectation that Wendy, Emma, Greg and Ben would eventually meet before the wedding, lending the script direction beyond its four characters’ inconsequential escapes.  In writing the dialogue between the male characters, I had discovered that Ben recommended a bacon sandwich as a hangover cure, but that Greg would be reluctant to apply this because he had been coerced into vegetarianism by his fiancée.  This suggested a café as the venue for the gathering of the characters and, if Wendy and Emma were trapped on a train, the most plausible meeting place would be a railway station buffet.  After assembling the bridal party in the buffet it was necessary again to place the wedding in jeopardy and, in so doing, create an incident that led to the play’s climax.  The bacon sandwich discovered in writing the initial drafts of Ben and Greg’s dialogue in the police cell supplied a means of achieving this and also the play’s title.

My experience in writing Bacon Sandwich demonstrates the way in which the entirety of my plays flows from character.  As I have described, developing the male characters for this script led to the discovery of the female characters and of the play’s settings.  Likewise, in writing Christmas with Johnny and Dee, I began by basing the eponymous characters on two individuals I met and, again, I needed to discover a situation to bring them into conflict, arriving eventually at the idea of their ‘inviting’ the passengers on a double-decker bus to spend Christmas with them.  Touchy Feely also shows this dynamic, but the play is more primitive because the female roles are too much determined by the central male character.  Have-a-Go Hero differs from the other plays because I began with the idea of satirising the folly of obsessive home security, and the characters emerged from this.  Despite these origins, the play’s narrative evolved through development of the characters’ relationships.  The initial drafts of the play ended where Diane hits Dean with the baseball bat – roughly in the middle of the eventual narrative – and I devised the remainder of the play on discovery of the pre-existing relationship between Diane and Tea Leaf.

I remarked at the outset of this introduction that each of the following scripts represents a phase in my development as a playwright and I hope to have demonstrated the direction of that progress.  In writing Have-a-Go Hero, I discovered that narrative emerges from characterisation, but while attempting to build on this in composing Touchy Feely found that it is a mistake to focus too intently on a single character.  In both Bacon Sandwich and Christmas with Johnny and Dee I believe that I began to be able to exploit the dynamics of character, although I feel that the latter play needs further work for its narrative to be fully realised.  I have therefore found that character is the key to creating play scripts and aim to build on this discovery in my future work.

When submitting work for publication or production I have discovered that it is best to avoid prefacing the manuscript in a covering letter other than by stating the self-evident fact that a work is enclosed for consideration.  Offering up information on the submission is to hand the potential publisher or producer a stick with which to beat you – I once received a rejection letter from a magazine publisher that referred closely to comments I had made in my covering letter – and I now believe firmly that it is best to allow your work to speak for itself.
TOUCHY FEELY
Characters
ALICE, early twenties
GUY, early twenties

KELLY, early twenties

JULIET, early twenties

Location

Various locations around a provincial university.

Touchy Feely was first produced by Southwest Scriptwriters in the New Vic Studio at the Bristol Old Vic on 5 May 2000.  The cast was as follows:

ALICE
Sophie Clarke
GUY
Ryan Kelly
KELLY
Ellie Zeegen
JULIET
Lowri Pritchard
Directed by Julianna Dart

Designed by Emily Cross
Scene 1
A student flat.

ALICE and GUY face each other on upright chairs.  There is a Labrador at GUY’s feet.

ALICE:
The telephone’s ringing.
GUY:
Okay.
ALICE:
We should really be sitting back-to-back. To make it more like being on the phone.
GUY:
Doesn’t make any difference to me.

ALICE:
Yeah, I gathered that.  How long have you been blind?

GUY:
Since I was sixteen.

ALICE:
What caused it?

GUY:
Wanking.  It’s not a myth.

ALICE:
I only asked.

GUY:
Sorry.  Joke.  Detached retinas.

ALICE:
Oh.

GUY:
Would it help to turn round?

ALICE:
Sorry?

GUY:
Sit back-to-back?

ALICE:
Um...  Yeah, it’s in the manual.

GUY:
Well, if it’s in the manual...

ALICE:
You’ll disturb your dog.

GUY:
He’ll get over it.

They stand and ALICE repositions the chairs.

ALICE:
What’s his name?

GUY:
Keith.

ALICE:
Funny name for a dog.

GUY:
I like it.

ALICE moves GUY to his chair.  They sit back-to-back.

That better?

ALICE:
Yes.

GUY:
Okay.

ALICE:
Right ​– the telephone’s ringing.

GUY mimes answering a phone.

GUY:
Hi.

ALICE:
Oh, you’re not going to say ‘hi’, are you?

GUY:
It’s what I say when I answer a phone.

ALICE:
Well, don’t.  It sounds too casual.

GUY:
‘Casual’?

ALICE:
Yes.  Try ‘hello’.

GUY:
Okay.

ALICE:
All right.  The telephone’s ringing.

GUY mimes answering.

GUY:
(INSTITUTIONAL AUTOMATON.)  Hello.  Thank you for calling Night Line – we’re here to listen.  Guy speaking.  How may I help you?

ALICE:
You’re taking the piss.

GUY:
You started it.  ‘Hello’.  ‘Hi’.  What’s the difference?

ALICE:
It’s obvious.

GUY:
Not to me.

ALICE:
Look – at Night Line we take a lot of calls from vulnerable people.  Maybe even suicides. So it has to sound like we give a shit.

GUY:
Oh, I see – so, ‘hello’ sounds like we give a shit, but ‘hi’ doesn’t?

ALICE:
That’s right.

GUY:
You said I was s’posed to be friendly and informal.

ALICE:
You are.

GUY:
(PRACTISING ‘FRIENDLY AND INFORMAL’.)  Hello.  Hel-lo.  Hello.  Hi.

ALICE:
Can we get on?

GUY:
All right.

ALICE:
The telephone’s ringing.

GUY mimes answering.

GUY:
Hello.

ALICE:
Um...  Hello.  Is...  Is that Night Line?

GUY:
Yes.  How can I help you?

ALICE:
It...  It’s my essays.  I’ve got three to do by the end of the week and I’m just not coping.

GUY:
Do they usually start in straight away? About their problems?

ALICE:
Not usually.  But this is role play.  We can make it up.

GUY:
Okay.  Okay – essays.

ALICE:
Three essays.

GUY:
So why haven’t you done your essays?

ALICE:
Why don’t you try being a bit more blunt?

GUY:
Okay.

ALICE:
That was sarcasm.  You’re s’posed to be being supportive.

GUY:
All right.  So why..?  Why aren’t you coping?

ALICE:
I don’t know.  I’m just not.

GUY:
Why not?

ALICE:
That’s a bloody stupid question.

GUY:
Why is it a bloody stupid question?

ALICE:
No.  Stop.  Look ​– you’re supposed to be responding sensitively to what I’m saying.

GUY:
I thought I was.

ALICE:
You weren’t.  You were just going ‘Why’s that?  Why’s that?’

GUY:
You said I was meant to, um...  ask open questions.  Draw callers out.  Not put words into their mouths.

ALICE:
Yes, but that’s not just going ‘Why’s that?’

GUY:
(BEAT.)  Why’s that?

ALICE stands up.

ALICE:
You’re not taking this seriously.

GUY:
Another joke.  Couldn’t resist.  Sorry.

ALICE:
I haven’t got time for jokes.

GUY:
You’re telling me.

ALICE:
What’s that s’posed to mean?

GUY:
You haven’t cracked a smile since we got here.

ALICE:
Oh, and how would you know?

GUY:
You give off poker-faced vibes.

ALICE:
Right – I think I’ll be walking you and your dog back now.

GUY:
No.  Come on.  I want to learn.

ALICE:
Are you sure you’re cut out for this sort of work?

GUY:
I dunno.  I only just started.

ALICE:
Why did you decide to sign-up for Night Line?

GUY:
I don’t sleep nights, so I thought talking on the phone would be a good way to pass the time.  And I thought Night Line was somewhere I’d meet...  people.

ALICE:
Can be.

GUY:
I’ve only met you so far.  (BEAT.)  It’s been charming.

BLACKOUT.
Scene 2
A seminar room.

GUY is sitting on an upright chair facing ALICE, JULIET and KELLY.

GUY:
It’s okay to be quiet.
Silence.

Maybe you’re not talking because I’m a man?  I can easily arrange for you to speak to a female Night Liner if that’s any help?

Silence.

This is a completely confidential service.  Nothing you say will go any further.

Silence.

You don’t have to say anything.  I’ll be here when you’re ready to talk.

Silence.

KELLY:
Okay.  Not bad.  So that’s how we deal with silent callers.  Happy?

JULIET:
How..?  How would you know someone’s still there?

ALICE:
Hear them breathing.

KELLY:
No, I...  I think you’d get a sense...  You’d know.

GUY:
Feminine intuition?

KELLY:
Something like that.

GUY:
I’ll try and get some.

KELLY:
Do that.  Okay, so let’s work in pairs.  Role-play on reluctant callers.  I’ll work with you, Juliet.  And, Guy, you’re with Alice.  Okay?

ALICE:
You’ve been on the sun bed again.

KELLY:
Yeah, a healthy tan’s part of the job, Alice.

ALICE:
‘Healthy’?  ‘Job’?

KELLY:
Oh, shut up.  Maybe you should try it.  You’d make a great dominatrix.

ALICE:
Oh, dream on.  I wouldn’t demean myself.  Or other women.

JULIET:
Well, I think Kelly’s got guts.  I couldn’t do it.

ALICE:
You’ve got more sense.

GUY:
Um...  Did I miss an episode?

JULIET:
(BLURTS IT OUT.)  Kelly dances on the computer.

ALICE:
She strips on the internet.

GUY:
Does she?

KELLY:
And..?

ALICE:
You’re perpetuating the phallist myth.

KELLY:
Oh – good.  Let’s go.

JULIET:
See you, Guy.

KELLY and JULIET leave.  ALICE pulls up a chair opposite GUY.

GUY:
Alone at last.

ALICE:
Don’t start.

GUY:
We must stop meeting like this.

ALICE:
You’re not funny.

GUY:
No, I mean it.  How come we always have to work together?

ALICE:
I’m your mentor.  Not that happy about it myself.

GUY:
Rather be out with your girlfriends, eh?

ALICE:
What?

GUY:
Bitching about blokes.

ALICE:
What’s that s’posed to mean?  Are you trying to imply that I’m gay or something?

GUY:
You said the other day it was a mistake to assume heterosexuality.

ALICE:
Yeah, but I didn’t mean you should automatically assume homosexuality.  You shouldn’t assume anything.

GUY:
Sorry.

ALICE:
I don’t believe this!

GUY:
Don’t shout.  You’ll upset the dog.

ALICE:
I’m gonna walk you and him back.

GUY:
We’re meant to be role playing.

ALICE:
You don’t even know me.

GUY:
You’re always spouting that feminist stuff.  Slagging men off.

ALICE:
That doesn’t mean I’m gay!  Anyway, maybe I’ve got reason not to like blokes very much.

GUY:
Have you?

ALICE:
I don’t have to justify myself to you.

GUY:
No.  But you might want to prove a point.

Silence.

GUY:
Have it your own way.

ALICE:
I will.

ALICE gets ready to go.

GUY:
What about all that stuff from your precious manual, then?  About Night Liners being there for each other?  Trusting each other?

ALICE:
Don’t give me that.

GUY:
Why not?  You always do.  We’re meant to be role-playing reluctant callers here.  We won’t find anyone more reluctant than you, will we?

ALICE:
All right.

She sits down.

ALICE:
Well, last year there was this bloke.  Gary.  We joined Night Line at the same time.  Anyway, I liked him.  But I thought he’d be more interested in Kelly.  She’s the sort of woman blokes are interested in.

GUY:
Is she?

ALICE:
Yeah, she’s...  Well – she’s the sort of woman blokes are interested in.

GUY:
Example?

ALICE:
She’s...  Look, are we talking about Kelly, or am I telling you about Gary?

GUY:
You’re telling me about Gary, sorry.

ALICE:
Good.  Anyway, he...  he seemed interested in me.  Asked me questions.  Said ‘hello’.  Agreed with things I said.  You know when you get the impression..?

GUY:
Yeah.

ALICE:
So we...  we started to see each other.  You know, usual stuff.  And I thought this was really going somewhere.  But I didn’t want to...  It might be uncool.  I mean, by the age of fifteen you’re supposed to have slept with fifteen people, so by the age of twenty it’s just like having a cup of tea.  I mean, I got the first time out of the way.  At a party.  Ages ago.  But I didn’t want to go too far with Gary too soon.  Just being friends was enough.

GUY:
Not for him?

ALICE:
No.  He kept pestering me.  I told him to back off.  Spelt it out.  And so he...  Then he...

GUY:
(GENTLY.)  What?

ALICE:
He...  Backed off.

GUY:
Backed off?

ALICE:
Yeah.

GUY:
Is that it?

ALICE:
Thanks very much.

GUY:
I thought you were gonna say that he...  Correct me if I’m missing something here – you told this bloke to back off.  Sent him packing with his tail between his legs…

ALICE:
Yes.

GUY:
So you got what you wanted.  He did what he was told.

ALICE:
But where did that leave me?  It made me wonder.  Was he right?  Maybe I should have slept with him.  I mean, it’s pretty difficult for girls today.  Actually, it’s always been difficult for girls.
GUY:
So ‘no’ means no.  Except when it means definitely maybe.

ALICE:
No.  ‘No’ means no.

GUY:
No wonder the poor bloke backed off.  He probably wondered whether he was coming or what.

ALICE:
I was the one who was confused.  Than I realised that was what he wanted.  To him sex was just about power.  Conquest.  Domination.

GUY:
So, what else is it about?

ALICE:
Sharing.  I dunno...  Going for a bike ride together.  Going for a coffee together.

GUY:
Oh, come on…  I don’t think so.  I think it’s a game for two or more players.  Age sixteen and above.

ALICE:
Often younger.  Where the hell have you been?

GUY:
Yeah.  Well, I...  I was a late starter too.  While my mates were getting their first fumbles in the back row of the multiplex, I was having surgery.

ALICE:
I don’t wanna know.

GUY:
Come on.  It’s my turn.  ‘Trust and support each other’, remember?  It says in the manual…

ALICE:
If you have to...

GUY:
It...  It started at college.  There were a few mature students on the course.  I went for a drink with one of them one night after class.  She was thirty.  Just split with her husband. Still pretty cut up about it.  She told me there was something about me and we went back to her place for coffee and a chat about Chaucer.  One minute we were discussing irony.  The next her tongue was firmly in my cheek.

ALICE:
You’ve told this story before.  You don’t come out with a line like that off the top of your head.

GUY:
Did I promise you an exclusive?

ALICE:
No.  But I thought you were trying to prove that sex wasn’t about conquest.  I mean, obviously if you go round boasting about it I’m not gonna be convinced.

GUY:
I’ve told a few close friends, that’s all.

ALICE:
It’s usually them you most want to impress.

GUY:
This isn’t very impressive.  Believe me.

ALICE:
Go on, then.

GUY:
Okay.  Well, it...  It was a sympathy shag on both sides to be honest.  She felt sorry for me ’cause of my lack of sight.  I felt sorry for her ’cause of her lack of husband.  It...  It made us sort of equal.  Big mistake.  Sex between equals is no fun at all.

ALICE:
Only if you see it as a power trip.

GUY:
I haven’t finished yet.  She... She tried to help with the...  She was more experienced than me.  But there...  There were all these thoughts running round my head.  ‘What are you doing, man?’  Trying to find the right gap.

ALICE:
Oh, leave something to my imagination.

GUY:
It...  It was all a bit frantic and undignified.  Keith got really confused.

ALICE:
The dog was watching?

GUY:
Well, we weren’t gonna ask him to join in.

ALICE:
I...  I couldn’t do it with a dog in the room.

GUY:
Didn’t really think about him.  Even when he started barking.  I had other things on my mind.  It...  It was all over in seconds of course – I’m not boasting, see?  So full-on sex in the middle of a chat about The Wife of Bath was too much for me to take.  Total sensory overload.  I threw up over her shoulder.  Onto the carpet.  I lost my cherry, then my lunch.

ALICE:
So what does that prove?

GUY:
Well, it...  It shows that sex isn’t just a joyride.  I’m more sensitive about it.

ALICE:
Oh, and you show your sensitivity by being sick on her carpet?  I mean, most women like a fag and a cuddle after sex – not getting busy with a mop and disinfectant.

GUY:
Keith helped a bit.  That dog’ll eat anything.

ALICE:
Too much information!

GUY:
I wanted you to share the full horror of the experience.  Sex is a big deal for us.  Blokes have hang-ups too.

ALICE:
Well, I’m better off on my own.  Stronger.

GUY:
Lonelier.

ALICE:
I’ve got friends.

GUY:
Is...  Is Kelly one of your friends?

ALICE:
Kelly?  We don’t see each other much outside Night Line, but she’s a mate – yeah.

GUY:
You were bickering a bit just now.

ALICE:
That’s just about her job.  It’s healthy.

GUY:
Has she...  Has she got a boyfriend?

ALICE:
Search me.  Why?  Are you hoping to be sick on her carpet?

GUY:
Yeah – I might even skip the sex.

BLACKOUT.
Scene 3
Night Line HQ.

GUY and KELLY sit near a telephone.  Keith is at GUY’s feet.

KELLY is reading a sociology textbook.  GUY is tense.

GUY:
What if two people call at once?

KELLY:
Not very likely.

GUY:
Yeah – but it’s a possibility.  I was just thinking – if someone was gonna top themselves, it’d be a bit of a bummer if we were engaged.
KELLY:
We’ve got ‘caller waiting’ on this phone.  If someone else calls while you’re talking, you get a message on the line.
GUY:
Oh, right.

KELLY:
I mean, check whoever you’re talking to already is cool about it first...
GUY:
Oh, yeah.  Course.  Wouldn’t want two suicides on your hands, would you?
KELLY:
No, you wouldn’t.  Not many callers are suicidal, though.  I’ve never had one.  Most people just  want information.  Bus and train times.  Doctors’ surgeries.  That sort of thing.  Alice must’ve told you.
GUY:
Probably.  She told me a lot.

KELLY:
There is a lot to remember.  You’ll get used to it, though.  I did.

She reads her book.

GUY:
Have you been...  um...  working?

KELLY:
At Shimmer?

GUY:
The internet thing?

KELLY:
Yeah.

GUY:
Have you?

KELLY:
Just finished a week.  I do a week on, week off.  It means I can catch up on my coursework.

GUY:
What hours is it?  You don’t mind me asking?  I’m sorry if I…

KELLY:
I don’t have to answer.  All times.  There’s always someone logging-on.  Sometimes I’m there in the early hours.  Sometimes in the afternoon.  I try and swap with the other girls to fit in with lectures and stuff.  There’s a few students work there.
GUY:
Is it well paid?

KELLY:
Better than working in Sainsbury’s.

GUY:
And what sort of...

KELLY:
Go on.

GUY:
You’ll think I’m a pervert.

KELLY:
Most people are curious.  Not only perverts.

GUY:
I just wondered what you do?  I mean – if you want to go into detail...  I’m very broad-minded.
KELLY:
Not anything too strange.  I only do solo.  No girl-on-boy.  No girl-on-girl.  No girl-on-goat.  Just me.  It’s basically stripping.  The punters can send messages to me through the computer.  Tell me to do stuff.  They can see me over the web-cam, but I can’t see them.  I can...  type dirty back to them.  Do what they want me to.  Or not.
GUY:
Where do you draw the line?

KELLY:
Well, it basically comes down to stripping.  Few variations.  But that’s it in the end.  That’s what I do.  But there are rules.  Limits.  I dress up in all the gear.  You know ​– the French maid.  Nurse.  Leather and studs.  That sort of thing.  And I take it all off again.  But I don’t do close-ups.  And I don’t open my legs any more than thirty degrees.
GUY:
Oh, so there’s geometry to your pornography.

KELLY:
Oh, very good.  Thirty degrees is enough to let them see...  what they want to see without getting undignified.  ‘Unladylike’ my mother would say.

GUY:
What does your mother think about it?

KELLY:
She thinks I work in Sainsbury’s.

GUY:
Aren’t you worried someone will recognise you?

KELLY:
Well, I can’t really imagine my mother surfing the ’net for porn.  And it’s not likely that anyone else I know will pick me out.  They’re not gonna be looking at my face for a start.  Plus I wear loads of make-up.  And a wig.  And if I’m dressed I’m in one of their ridiculous outfits.  Not the sort of thing I wear in the street.  And if anybody else did recognise me, it’s not exactly the sort of thing they’re gonna admit to, is it?
GUY:
No.  I wouldn’t.  I mean, not that I’d...  There wouldn’t be any point, would there?  Me logging-on, I mean.  I couldn’t make anything out.  Even if you went over thirty degrees.

KELLY:
Something I’ve been meaning to ask you…

GUY:
Carry on.

KELLY:
It’s a bit embarrassing...

GUY:
Can’t be any more embarrassing than me asking you about stripping.

KELLY:
Oh, that’s nothing.  It’s just a job.  I don’t mind telling you about it.

GUY:
What do you want to know?

KELLY:
I just wondered how you saw me?  How...  how you pictured me, I mean.  In your mind’s eye?

GUY:
Oh, everybody asks that.

KELLY:
Sorry.

GUY:
It’s okay.  I don’t mind.

KELLY:
I...  I guess it must be like hearing somebody on the radio.  A DJ or something.  You picture them in your head, then you see them – on the telly or somewhere – and they look nothing like the way they sound.  Know what I mean?

GUY:
I...  I think so.

KELLY:
Oh – sorry.  Course you  don’t.  Obviously.  Idiot!

GUY:
No.  No you’re not.  I haven’t always been blind.  I know what people look like.

KELLY:
Oh, good.  I...  I thought I’d really...  So how...  how do you picture me?

GUY:
Well, that...  It’s difficult.

KELLY:
I won’t be offended.

GUY:
Well, it...  It’s not like you with the radio.  The DJs.  I don’t just go by the sound of the voice.  I pick things up about people.  From what they say.  I mean, like, Alice...  I thought she...  No – forget that.  Bad example.  But you... You’ve been telling me about the stripping and stuff...

KELLY:
So, I...  I’m sitting here naked, am I?

GUY:
Not naked.

KELLY:
That’s a relief.  What, then?

GUY:
French maid outfit.  Pink feather duster.

KELLY:
Please!

GUY:
Sorry.

KELLY:
You’d hear me crackle.

GUY:
Eh?

KELLY:
It’s acrylic.  Very cheap.  Very uncomfortable.  Everything they make me wear is really uncomfortable.  I wouldn’t wear any of it in my own time.  I’m in jeans and T-shirt – sorry.
GUY:
It’s okay.  I...  I mean I didn’t really think you were...  dressed like that.  It...  It was just a...  a sort of a...

KELLY:
I know.

GUY:
So give me a better picture.  Tell me what you’re really like.

KELLY:
Describe myself?

GUY:
Please.

KELLY:
Um...  Well, I’m average height – five-six.  And I...  (CONSIDERS.)  I’ve got black hair.  Jet black.  I’m dark skinned.  And very dark eyes.  Like anthracite, my granddad used to say.

GUY:
You sound really...  exotic.

KELLY:
Well, I...  I sometimes wish I was just blonde, you know?
KELLY is blonde.

GUY:
I...  I don’t think you should want to look any different from the way you do.

KELLY:
S’pose it doesn’t matter much to you.

GUY:
It does.

KELLY:
Shall I go on, then?

GUY:
Please.

KELLY:
Um...  My mouth...  I think my mouth’s a bit too big for my face.  My mother always said I had a big mouth.  My nose...  Well – it’s a nose.  Right size and everything.  What can I say?  Is...  Is this helping?  Are you getting a picture?
GUY:
Yep – with you so far.

KELLY:
Um...  Let’s see...  I...  I have to be careful about my weight.  Because of the job.  So I swim a lot.  Do steps.  My figure’s okay.  I think my bum looks big in some things.  I have to be careful when I’m shopping for clothes.  Always get the rear view.  My legs are good.  I’ve got two…  I can get away with miniskirts, but don’t.  They, um…  They make me feel…  uncomfortable.

GUY:
You feel uncomfortable in a miniskirt, but you get your kit off on the internet?

KELLY:
That’s different.  At work I’m the one in charge.  I control what they see.  So that’s it.  That’s me.  Got a picture?
GUY:
Um...  Let’s see...  Average height.  Nice eyes.  Nose.  Slightly oversized mouth.   Slim.  Fit.  Nice legs.  No miniskirts.

KELLY:
I could be anyone.

GUY:
With jet black hair...

KELLY:
Would...  would it help to touch my face?

GUY:
Touch..?  Touch you?

KELLY:
Isn’t that..?  So you can feel how...  how I look, you know?

GUY:
Oh, right.

KELLY:
Would it help?

GUY:
It might...

KELLY:
All right, then.

She moves her chair closer to GUY’s, and he turns to face her.  She takes him by the wrists and places his hands on her face.  He traces her features gently – eyes, nose, lips, the outline of her jaw.  His touch turns from sensory to sensual.

Is this...  helping?

GUY:
(REVERIE.)  Mmm...  (SNAPS OUT OF IT.)  I...  I mean, I still wouldn’t recognise you in the street...

KELLY:
Well, no, but...  Do...  Do your eyes look funny?

GUY:
Hilarious.

KELLY:
I...  I just wondered what you’re hiding behind those glasses?

GUY:
Take them off if you like.

KELLY:
Are you sure?

GUY:
Uh-huh.

With GUY still feeling her face, KELLY removes his dark glasses, then peers at his eyes.

KELLY:
There...  There’s nothing wrong with them.  You’re just looking at the ceiling.

GUY:
‘We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.’

KELLY:
Mm?

GUY:
Oscar Wilde.

KELLY:
Oh.

GUY:
Actually, I’m looking at you.

KELLY:
Eh?

GUY:
There are still some shreds of retina in my left eye.

KELLY:
You...  You mean you can see me?

GUY:
Just about.

She pulls away from him and stands up.

What?

KELLY:
You were touching me.

GUY:
You told me to.

KELLY:
I thought you couldn’t see.

GUY:
I can’t.  Very well.

KELLY:
But you could see me.

GUY:
When you were right next to me.  I’ve got a bit of vision.  I see glimpses.  Sort of out of the corner of my eye.  There aren’t many blind people who are totally blind.  Most of us see something.

KELLY:
But you touched me.  You felt my face.

GUY:
What’s the problem?

KELLY:
I...  I could’ve just moved close to you and you could’ve seen me.

GUY:
You said you didn’t do close-ups.

KELLY:
I didn’t mean...  You took advantage of me.

GUY:
Can I have my glasses back, please?

KELLY:
Here.

She holds them out in front of him, he gropes the air for them.  She puts them into his hand, he puts them back on.

GUY:
Thanks.

BLACKOUT.
Scene 4
GUY’s study bedroom.

GUY is sitting on a swivel chair.  A cafetiere is brewing at his feet, its plunger unplunged.  There is also a carton of milk and a couple of mugs.  Keith is nearby.

JULIET is lying on her belly on the bed reading aloud from Freud’s The Future of an Illusion. 
JULIET:
‘At this point one must expect to meet with an objection. ‘‘Well, then, if even obdurate sceptics admit that the assertions of religion cannot be refuted by reason, why should I not believe in them, since they have so much on their side – tradition, the agreement of mankind, and all the consolations they offer?”’  That’s right, that is.  Can’t argue with that.
GUY:
(SIGHS.)  I think he’s about to.

JULIET:
I’m sure he is.  Um...  ‘Why not, indeed?  Just as no-one can be forced to believe, so no-one can be forced to disbelieve.  But do not let us be satisfied with deceiving ourselves that arguments like these take us along the road of correct thinking.  If ever there was a case of lame excuse we have it here.  Ignorance is ignorance...’
GUY:
This isn’t working.

JULIET:
What?

GUY:
Listen, Juliet, it’s good of you to offer to read for me, it really is...
JULIET:
I don’t mind.

GUY:
But when I ask for Freud, I need Freud.  And you...  You’ve commented on, criticised, and even edited everything you’ve read so far.
JULIET:
I didn’t.  I didn’t edit.  I read what’s in the book.

GUY:
You went ‘blah, blah, blah’ a couple of times.

JULIET:
Oh, that.  That was just footnotes.  Cf this.   Viz that.  Ibid the other.  It wasn’t relevant.
GUY:
That’s for me to decide.

JULIET:
I read the rest word for word.  Even though I don’t agree with any of it.  And neither does Keith.
She tosses the book aside and fusses over the Labrador.

No you don’t, do you, boy?  No you don’t.

GUY:
He doesn’t have an opinion.  He’s a dog.

JULIET:
He’s lovely, though, isn’t he?

GUY:
He’s all right – for a dog.

JULIET:
Don’t you like dogs?

GUY:
Not much.

JULIET:
Why not?

GUY:
They love unconditionally.

JULIET:
What’s wrong with that?

GUY:
It’s not realistic.

JULIET:
I...  The coffee’s probably ready now.

GUY:
Okay.

He reaches for the cafetiere.

JULIET:
I’ll do it.

GUY:
I can manage.

JULIET:
You don’t have to.  I’m here.

She moves the cafetiere away from him and opens a carton of milk.

Milk?

GUY:
No thanks.

JULIET pours milk into her own mug.

JULIET:
How...  How was it the other night?  At Night Line.

GUY:
The phone only rang once.  Wrong number.  Kelly answered.
JULIET:
I couldn’t find any sugar.

GUY:
I don’t take it.

JULIET:
I’ll do without, then.  Sweet enough already.  Nice, isn’t she? – Kelly.
GUY:
Great.

JULIET admires the cafetiere.

JULIET:
Nice coffeepot.  Wouldn’t instant be easier, though?

GUY:
Probably.

JULIET:
I’ll get you a jar.

GUY:
I prefer ground.

JULIET:
I admire you.  I really do.

GUY:
Why?  Because I don’t drink Gold Blend?

JULIET:
No.  I mean the way you...  make coffee.  And everything.
GUY:
Don’t you make coffee?

JULIET:
All the time.  But I’m not...

GUY:
Blind?

JULIET:
It is okay to say ‘blind’?

GUY:
Say ‘visually challenged’ and Keith’s gonna bite you.

JULIET:
I...  I’m never sure when you’re joking.

GUY:
You really think that soppy mutt ever bit anyone?  But I hate all that PC bollocks.  ‘Blind’ is a perfectly good word.  Use it.

JULIET:
Okay.  Did Kelly walk you back, then?  The other night?

GUY:
She did.

JULIET:
Did she...  stop for coffee?

GUY:
No.

JULIET:
She’s got a boyfriend, you know.

GUY:
And he’s got something against coffee?

JULIET:
No – I mean...

GUY:
She been going out with him long, then?

JULIET:
Um...  Since last year.  I think.  I love the next bit.

GUY:
What?

JULIET:
Pushing the thing down.  On the coffeepot.

She pushes the plunger slowly into the cafetiere.

I really love that.  It’s sort of...

GUY:
Sexy.

JULIET:
Um...

She pours the coffee.

GUY:
Possessive type, is he?

JULIET:
Um...  Dunno really.  I’ve never met him.  He’s not in Night Line.  Is the reading helping with your essay?
GUY:
Uh...  Yeah.  I’ll have to go over it again, though.  When they send the tape.  What does he think about Kelly being a cyber-stripper?  Her boyfriend?
JULIET:
I don’t know.  I’ve never met him.

GUY:
I thought she might have said.

JULIET:
She hasn’t.  I don’t mind doing more reading for you.  If it helps.
GUY:
A tape’s better.  I can rewind as much as I like.  Is he on her course?
JULIET:
No.  I think he’s…  I think he’s in the rugby team.  I’ll go back over anything you want to hear again.

GUY:
You can’t be here all the time.  Big bloke, is he?

JULIET:
I expect so.  He’s in the rugby team.  I won’t make comments next time.

GUY:
It isn’t fair to make you read this stuff.  I can’t picture her with a rugby player.  She doesn’t seem the type.

JULIET:
She obviously goes in for the sporty type.  Not my cup of tea, but...

GUY:
Have you poured yet?

JULIET:
Yes.  Do you want me to..?  Put it in your hand?

GUY:
Leave it on the floor.  I’ll find it.

JULIET:
Okay.  Right in front of you, then.

She settles back on the bed with her coffee.

So why isn’t it fair to make me read it?

GUY:
’Cause you don’t agree with it.

JULIET:
Just because I don’t agree with it, doesn’t mean I mind reading it.

GUY:
Yes, you do.  It was really pissing you off.

JULIET:
Not that much.  I’ve got a strong faith.  I don’t care what some old...  buffer thinks.

GUY:
Old buffer?  Freud?

JULIET:
Well, he is.  Don’t you think?

GUY:
I agree with him.  About religion.  It’s not for me.

JULIET:
Have you tried it?

GUY:
You won’t convert me.

JULIET:
I...  I wasn’t...  I think everybody has got to make up their own mind.  I’m not a Bible-basher, you know.  You don’t know anything about me, you can’t go around...  You probably think it’s all tambourines and guitars, anyway.
GUY:
Fuck me – isn’t it?

JULIET:
No!  Just because I go to church doesn’t mean to say I’m…  boring.  Just because I go to church doesn’t mean to say that I…  don’t have any friends.  Or I don’t go out, you know?  Just because I go to church doesn’t mean to say I think I’m perfect and I’m better than everybody else and I don’t need any help.  Just because I go to church doesn’t mean to say that I don’t occasionally have bad thoughts or I don’t want to swear my head off at people, or lash out at them.  You shouldn’t judge me, anyway.  You should come with me and find out for yourself.

GUY:
Sorry.  When...  When you’ve got a disability, religious people kind of think they...  own you.  It’s either, ‘Jesus gave sight to the blind.  Made the lame walk...’

JULIET:
He did.

GUY:
Well, I can’t prove he didn’t – but He’s not gonna do that for me, is He?

JULIET:
Maybe not literally.

GUY:
Literally is what I need.  And the other thing you get is the divine retribution bit.  It’s all about disabled people being punished for something terrible they did in a previous life...

JULIET:
I don’t believe that.

GUY:
I...  I mean, what is there?  Some sort of tariff?  Blindness for theft?  Deafness for adultery?  Paraplegia for murder?  I mean, it...  It does kind of appeal to me that there’s a deaf, dumb, blind, tetraplegic out there who used to be Adolf Hitler.  But it doesn’t work like that.  There isn’t that kind of natural justice.  Disability’s like shit.  It happens. 

JULIET:
Well, I...

GUY:
Sorry.  I didn’t mean to...

JULIET:
It’s okay.

GUY:
It’s just...  You have to find your own way of coping.  Something to get you by.  With you it’s God.  Jesus.  All that.  With me it’s...  Well, I do my own thing.

JULIET:
I just thought you might...  I was just trying to help you.  I mean I...  really admire you...

GUY whips off his dark glasses.

GUY:
Look me in the eye and say that.
BLACKOUT.
Scene 5
Night Line HQ.

GUY and ALICE sit on upright chairs.  Keith is at GUY’s feet.  ALICE is folding A4 leaflets in half.

GUY:
How does a blind man know when he’s coming to the end of a parachute jump, then?
ALICE:
Dunno.

GUY:
His guide dog’s lead goes slack.

Silence.

Well, that’s it.  That’s the punch line.

ALICE:
Not funny.

GUY:
I thought it was pretty good.

ALICE:
I don’t laugh at jokes about disabled people.

GUY:
Why not?  Aren’t we funny?

ALICE:
It’s just...  bad taste.

GUY:
Politically incorrect?

ALICE:
If you like.

GUY:
So...  Tell me a joke that doesn’t have a butt.  That doesn’t laugh at somebody’s expense.

ALICE:
I can’t remember any.

GUY:
That’s my point.  There’s no such thing as a PC joke.

ALICE:
Look – make yourself useful.  Fold these.  You can do that.

She gives him a pile of leaflets.

The outside is on top.

GUY:
What are they?

ALICE:
Night Line leaflets.  For the library and wherever.  I just photocopied a whole load.  We were running out.

GUY folds a leaflet in half.

GUY:
Like this?

ALICE:
That’s right.

They both fold leaflets in silence for a moment.

GUY:
So when did you have the operation?

ALICE:
What operation?

GUY:
The sense of humour bypass.

ALICE:
Look – if you can’t think of anything worth saying, don’t say anything at all.  Fold leaflets.

GUY:
I’m folding.  You really need to lighten up, though.  A good laugh would do you good.

ALICE:
There isn’t much to laugh about.

GUY:
Yes, there is.  Everything’s fair game.  Humour’s how we deal with stuff we’re scared of.

ALICE:
So what are you scared of?

GUY:
The dark.

ALICE:
The dark?

GUY:
That’s right.

ALICE:
Is this another joke?

GUY:
I wish it was.  You remember I said I had trouble sleeping?

ALICE:
Insomniac – yeah.

GUY:
Well, it goes back to when I went blind.  I was sixteen.  Just coming up to my GCSEs.  My right eye’s always been useless.  No retina.  But the left was okay.  Until the retina slipped off when I was asleep.  Bad things happen at night.

ALICE:
It must’ve been...  difficult.

GUY:
Difficult?  Well, it isn’t a treasured memory.

ALICE:
I didn’t mean...

GUY:
It was scariest thing that ever happened to me.  I mean, you don’t know what’s meant by ‘cold sweat’ until you wake up every night in a damp T-shirt.  Turn on the light, and the light’s still out.  Except you can feel the heat from the bulb.  So I started listening to late-night phone-ins.  On a good night you get a suicide calling.  The DJ has to try and talk them out of it between double glazing ads.  I thought Night Line would be like that.  Without the ads.

ALICE:
We don’t get many suicides.

GUY:
We don’t get many calls.  The only time the phone’s rung while I’ve been here, it was a wrong number.

ALICE:
There’ll be calls.  How long was it before you got used to it?  The blindness?

GUY:
You don’t get used to it.  I mean I’m not as bad as I was.  I was really depressed.  Started popping pills.  Antidepressants.  I developed a taste for euphoria.  I wasn’t allowed repeat prescriptions.  Had to learn to cope without a chemical crutch.

ALICE:
You can’t rely on pills to get you by.

GUY:
I’d’ve given it a go.  But then I got angry.  Really fucking pissed off.  And you know what the fucker of it all is?  There’s no bastard to blame.  Whose fault is it?  The doctors’?  They can only do so much.  My parents’?  They can’t help belonging to the gene pool that gave me weak retinas.  God’s?  I don’t think so.

ALICE:
Well, it isn’t my fault, either.

GUY:
Sorry.  I didn’t mean to...  It’s the anger.  That’s what stays with you.  The anger.

ALICE:
Don’t you think you might be shutting people out?  By being angry?  Making a joke of everything?

He throws the leaflets at her.

GUY:
So what do you think I should do?  Confront my emotions?  Get in touch with my inner child?  I really hate all that touchy feely bollocks.  Everybody’s got their way of coping.  Getting by.  I run on rage.  It helps me pick myself off the pavement.

ALICE:
All right.  Don’t jump down my throat.

GUY:
Well...

A moment.

ALICE:
Look – for what it’s worth I...
She touches GUY’s arm.

I think you’re doing really well.  I really do.

GUY:
Thanks.

ALICE:
I mean it.

GUY:
Good.  I suppose a shag’s out of the question?

A shocked second or two, then ALICE snatches her hand away.

ALICE:
I...  I can’t believe you said that.

GUY:
Neither can I.  You’re not my type.

ALICE:
Where do you get off talking to me like that?

GUY:
Where do you get off patronising me?

ALICE:
I wasn’t.

GUY:
No?  You always treat me like I farted at a funeral, then suddenly it’s ‘You’re doing really well.’  Patting my hand.

ALICE:
Obviously I made a mistake.

GUY:
Obviously.

BLACKOUT.
Scene 6
The tutorial room.

GUY, JULIET and ALICE are sitting facing KELLY who is standing next to a flip-pad on an easel.  On the pad are a number of drug-related terms – crack, smack, horse, hash, dope, grass, whizz, E etc.

KELLY:
Any problems?  Questions?

GUY:
Yeah – where can I score some blow?

ALICE:
Chuh!

KELLY:
Well, that information isn’t on file, but ask around the nearest junior school.  You’ll soon find out.

JULIET:
I know somebody.

GUY:
You do?

JULIET:
Yes.  From my church.  He suffers from MS, actually.  The hash helps.  We often share a spliff together.

KELLY:
Well, thanks for that, Juliet.  Any other questions?

Silence.

Let’s call it a night, then.  Our next session’s on personal relationships.  Alice is doing it.  That’ll be interesting.  Two weeks.
She closes the flip-pad and recaps the coloured pens on the easel.  GUY, ALICE and JULIET stand up.  ALICE puts the chairs away.

JULIET:
You want to be walked back, Guy?

GUY:
It’s okay.  Keith knows the way now.

JULIET:
I don’t mind.

GUY:
I’m okay.  I want to talk to Kelly for a while, anyway.

KELLY:
I have to get back.  Essays.

GUY:
It won’t take long.

JULIET:
I don’t mind.  I can wait outside.

GUY:
No need.

KELLY:
Why don’t you go back with Juliet, Guy?  We’ll talk another time, yeah?

GUY:
Five minutes.  That’s all.

JULIET:
I’ll wait outside for you, Guy.  All right?

GUY:
You really don’t have to.

JULIET:
I want to.  I will.

She goes.

ALICE:
Sad cow.  I’m off, then.  Maybe you could spare me a few minutes next time.  See you, Kelly.

KELLY:
Yeah – ’bye, Alice.

ALICE goes.  KELLY takes the flip-pad off the easel and folds the easel away.

GUY:
Good session.

KELLY:
Thanks.

GUY:
I learned a lot.

KELLY:
Good.

GUY:
What you said about —

KELLY:
Look, Guy – I really do have to get back.  And Juliet’s waiting for you.

GUY:
That’s her choice.

KELLY:
She’s a nice person.

GUY:
She’s all right.  But I really wanted to...

KELLY:
What?

GUY:
It’s...  about the other night.

KELLY:
Forget it.

GUY:
I...  I just wanted to apologise...

KELLY:
There’s no need.

GUY:
I didn’t mean to...  take advantage.

KELLY:
Well, maybe I overreacted.  I was a bit... bit fazed, y’know?

GUY:
Yeah.

KELLY:
Finding out you could see...

GUY:
Only a bit.

KELLY:
It...  it’s like you’re a... a different person, yeah?

GUY:
The...  the truth is...  This is difficult.

KELLY:
You don’t have to...

GUY:
No.  I want to explain.

KELLY:
There’s really no need.

GUY:
Please.

KELLY:
I haven’t got long.

GUY:
My life’s a...  a leap in the dark.  Things come at me in concrete and steel.  Cold and hard.  I take the knocks ’cause that’s how it is.  That’s my life.  That’s the score.  Concrete and steel.  Hard reality.  But when...  when you let me...  Christ – this even sounds creepy to me.

KELLY:
All right.

GUY:
Well, it...  it proved there’s something else out there.  Reality’s not just cold and hard.  It’s soft and warm as well.  Or it can be.  I think maybe I’d...  forgotten.

Silence.

I’ve...  I’ve said too much.  Said the wrong thing again.  Sorry.  I’ll go.  Juliet’s waiting.

KELLY:
No, it’s okay.  I...  I think I understand.  It...  it must be difficult.
GUY:
Good.  I’m glad you understand.  I hoped you would.

KELLY:
I’m not saying...  Just as long as you realise that...  You mustn’t...

GUY:
I was hoping that maybe...

KELLY:
Please don’t.

GUY:
Couldn’t...  Couldn’t we meet for coffee or a drink or something?

KELLY:
Sorry.

GUY:
’Cause of your boyfriend?

KELLY:
Boyfriend?

GUY:
From the rugby team.

KELLY:
What?

GUY:
Juliet told me.

KELLY:
Juliet told you I’ve got a boyfriend in the rugby team?

GUY:
Yeah.

KELLY:
I haven’t.  I’m not even in the market for a boyfriend.

GUY:
On for a coffee, then?

KELLY:
No.  It’s not a good idea.

GUY:
Why not?  What’s wrong with me?

KELLY:
Nothing’s wrong with you.  But we’re both part of Night Line.  I don’t think we should...  socialise.  It’s not professional.

GUY:
I thought we were meant to form a...  a mutually supportive network.  Trust each other.

KELLY:
We are.

GUY:
So why can’t we go for coffee?

KELLY:
Because I wouldn’t feel comfortable.  It wouldn’t be right.

GUY:
What about if I leave Night Line?  I don’t think I’m really cut out for this sort of work.  Ask Alice.

KELLY:
You’re doing all right.

GUY:
But then coffee would be comfortable.

KELLY:
You’re not making this easy, are you?

GUY:
I don’t want to be let down gently.

KELLY:
You’d rather do it the hard way?

GUY:
I can take the knocks.

KELLY:
I...  Juliet’s waiting for you.

GUY:
So what is she?  Consolation prize?

KELLY:
Don’t be horrible.  She’s lovely.

GUY:
She’s not my type.

KELLY:
And you’re not exactly mine —

GUY:
Don’t say it.

KELLY:
Thought you could take the knocks.

GUY:
I was wrong.

KELLY:
Well, sorry.  But it’s how I feel.  I mean.  I...  I’m flattered.  But...  I’m not worth it.  Really I’m not.

GUY:
Have you got low self-esteem or something?

KELLY:
No.  But I’m not worth —

GUY:
Crap.  That’s just crap.

KELLY:
Well, what...  what can I say?

GUY:
Nothing.  There’s nothing else to say.  I’ll just go home and kick the dog.

KELLY:
Don’t do that.  He hasn’t done anything.

GUY:
I have to take it out on someone.

He goes.

BLACKOUT.
Scene 7
Night Line HQ.

GUY and JULIET are sitting by the phone.  Keith is at GUY’s feet.

GUY is listening to a personal stereo.  JULIET is making notes on an A4 pad distractedly.

JULIET:
 You’re quiet tonight.

GUY takes out one of his stereo earphones.

GUY:
Sorry?

JULIET:
I said, ‘You’re quiet tonight.’

GUY:
Sorry.

JULIET:
It’s okay.  I don’t mind.  We don’t have to talk.

GUY:
Good.

He puts the earphone back in.

JULIET:
What are you listening to?

GUY takes the earphone out.

GUY:
Talking book.  Beyond the Pleasure Principle.

JULIET:
Oh.  What’s that about?

GUY:
Sex and death mostly.

JULIET:
Not a love story, then?

GUY:
No.  It’s not a love story.

JULIET:
Joke.  Freud again, right?  I’ve heard of it.

GUY:
Well done, you.

He screws the earphone back in.  JULIET makes a note.

JULIET:
What does he think, then?  Freud?

GUY yanks the earphone out.

GUY:
It’s complicated.

JULIET:
We’ve got all night.

GUY takes the other earphone out.

GUY:
Do you really want to know?  Not exactly a Freud fan, are you?

JULIET:
Well, I might not agree with him.  But I’m interested.

GUY:
Well, he...  He says that organisms...  That’s us.  Live in a state of permanent tension.  ’Cause we’re always after food and sex.  And we’re always trying to relieve that tension.  But what we really want is to sort it all permanently.  Get back to a state of inertia.
JULIET:
Go straight back to bed, you mean?  I’ve had days like that.
GUY:
A lot more basic.  He says we’re made out of stuff that’s stable in nature.  Carbon.  Water.  Minerals.  And that’s what we want to get back to.  The basics.  It’s the only way of really relieving the tension of being alive.  So in the end the whole point of life is death.

He takes a bottle of pills from his pocket and opens it.

JULIET:
I’ll have to remember to get it out of the library next time I need cheering up.

GUY:
I find it strangely comforting.

He shakes out a pill.

JULIET:
You were quiet the other night as well.  After you spoke to Kelly.

GUY:
Yeah.  I needed to be alone.  Things to think about.

He puts the pill in his mouth.

JULIET:
Did..?  Did you get back okay?  To halls?

GUY:
No.  Keith walked me under a bus.

JULIET:
I only asked.

GUY:
Well...  Would you mind fetching me some water?

JULIET:
Course not.  Got a bottle in my bag actually.

She takes out a plastic bottle of mineral water.

Spring is much nicer than tap.  I’ll open it for you.  Here.

GUY:
Thanks.
He drinks and swallows the pill.

JULIET:
Have you got a headache?

GUY:
No.

JULIET:
What..?

GUY:
Doesn’t that bloody phone ever ring?

JULIET:
Sometimes.

GUY:
I’ve been coming here weeks now, and not a peep.  Apart from that wrong number.

JULIET:
Well, that...  That’s good really, isn’t it?  It means nobody needs our help.

GUY:
It means there’s no point in us being here.

He shakes out another pill and swallows it with a swig of mineral water.

JULIET:
Yes there is.  In case.  It...  It’s like the fire brigade.  They have to stand by in case there’s a fire.  But that doesn’t mean they want there to be a fire, does it?

GUY:
Well, I want someone to call us.  I don’t want all my training to go to waste.

JULIET:
It won’t.

He takes another pill.

What are those?

GUY:
Valium.  I used to be on antidepressants.  These are spares.

JULIET:
Are..?  Aren’t they dangerous?

GUY:
(SHRUGS.)  Only if you take too many.

He takes another.

JULIET:
How many is ‘too many’?

GUY:
One or two is the usual dosage.

JULIET:
What are you doing?

GUY:
Role play.  Refresher course.

He rattles the pills.

Live ammo.  I’m gonna sit here and swallow them one by one.  You have to draw me out.  Outline my options.  Talk me out of it.

He swallows another pill.

JULIET:
Stop.  Why are you doing this?

GUY:
I don’t want to waste another night.

JULIET:
We...  We weren’t wasting it.  I don’t understand.

GUY:
It’s very simple.  Ask open questions.  Be friendly and informal.  You know the form.

JULIET:
But why are you doing this?

GUY:
I got the idea from Freud.  I reckon he’s right about the death instinct thing.  Life’s a drag – why drag it out?

JULIET:
You...  You don’t mean that.

GUY:
Don’t I?
He swallows another pill.

JULIET:
Don’t!

GUY:
You won’t persuade me like that.  Looks like it’s curtains.

JULIET:
Why are you doing this to me?

GUY:
You obviously need the practice.

JULIET:
But I haven’t done anything to you.  Only tried to help.

GUY:
It’s nothing personal.

JULIET:
You’re not being fair.

GUY:
Life isn’t fair.  It’s just a lot of random shit.  You deal with it or you don’t.  This is something you have to deal with.

JULIET:
And if I don’t?

GUY:
Your decision.

He takes another pill.

JULIET:
Okay.  Okay.  We’ll talk.

GUY:
I’m already feeling very relaxed.  Euphoric.

JULIET:
What...  What’s brought this on?

GUY:
The Valium, probably.

JULIET:
No.  I...  I mean what...  What made you decide that now’s the time to do this?  You don’t just suddenly decide to...  to...  There must be a reason.

GUY:
There is – Kelly.

JULIET:
What’s she done?

GUY:
She didn’t fancy me back.

JULIET:
You’re taking an overdose ‘cause Kelly doesn’t fancy you?

GUY:
That’s right.

JULIET:
That’s a bit...  extreme, isn’t it?  I...  I mean, y...  there’s someone who doesn’t fancy me back, but I’m not gonna start swallowing pills.

GUY:
I reckon I’m due a bit of luck.  Kelly was it.  My bit of luck.  Except she wasn’t.

He takes another pill.

You’re not doing a very good job of persuading me.

JULIET:
You’re not giving me a chance.

GUY:
I am.  I’m listening.

JULIET:
Aren’t you being a bit blinkered?

GUY:
I’m more than blinkered.  I’m blind.

JULIET:
I’m talking...  metaphorically.

GUY:
Great.  I’m topping myself and you’re talking metaphorically.

JULIET:
Listen!  Why does it have to be Kelly?  Why her?

GUY:
I dunno.  I don’t choose who I fancy.  It just happens.

JULIET:
It doesn’t have to be her, though.  You could be happy with someone else.

GUY:
Who?

JULIET:
Well, I...

GUY:
You what?

JULIET:
I...

GUY:
You fancy me?  Is that it?

JULIET:
Mm.

GUY:
Loosen your clothes and get over that table, then.

JULIET:
Wh...  What did you say?

GUY:
You heard.

JULIET:
Is...  Is that what it all comes down to?  Sex?

GUY:
Pretty much.  I’m a strict Freudian.

JULIET:
What about love?

GUY:
I’m gonna pop another pill in a minute.

JULIET:
If...  If I had sex with you, would you put the pills away?

GUY:
Um...  No.  ’Cause it would be a sympathy shag.  I don’t do sympathy shags.  Tried it once.  Didn’t like it.

JULIET:
(RELIEVED.)  And it would be blackmail.  I...  I have feelings for you.  But I’m not ready to...  to...

GUY:
Shag me?

JULIET:
Yes.  No – I mean.

GUY:
I don’t think you really like me.

He eats a pill absent-mindedly.

JULIET:
Please stop swallowing those things.

GUY:
Sorry.  I was forgetting myself.

JULIET:
Don’t.

GUY:
You don’t really like me.  If I wasn’t blind you’d think I was nasty, sarcastic and self-centred.  And you’d be right..

JULIET:
You don’t know how I feel.

GUY:
I think I do.  You like the idea of me being blind.  Needing you.  It makes you feel needed.

JULIET:
Doesn’t everybody need to be needed?

GUY:
Maybe.  But it’s not much fun being the one everybody needs to need.  That’s what I mean.  I wanna be me.  Not just some...  object of sympathy.

JULIET:
So I...  I like you ’cause I feel sorry for you?  Not for you yourself?

GUY:
That’s right.

JULIET:
No it’s not.

GUY:
So what do you think?  That we’re...  soul mates or something?

JULIET:
What about you and Kelly, then?  Do you think that you and her are soul mates?

GUY:
I...  I thought we had something going.

JULIET:
I bet you didn’t.  I bet you worked out that she’s really good-looking.  And you...  you liked the idea that she takes her clothes off on the computer.  And that...  that turned you on.

GUY:
Well...

JULIET:
I’m right, aren’t I?

GUY:
All right, I admit she turns me on.  What’s wrong with that?

JULIET:
It...  It shows that you...  you’re not really interested in her.  You’re interested in your fantasy of her.  That’s almost the same as what you said about me.

GUY:
H’m...

JULIET:
I think you should give me the pills.

GUY:
Why?

JULIET:
’Cause if you’re gonna kill yourself, you’d better have a really good reason.  Give me the pills.

GUY:
You haven’t persuaded me.

He shakes out another pill.

JULIET:
Give them to me.

GUY:
No.

JULIET lunges at GUY and tries to snatch the medicine bottle from him.  It ends up in a clinch.

GUY:
There was nothing in the training about this.

JULIET:
Give me the pills.

GUY:
No.
JULIET breaks away from him and grabs the phone.

JULIET:
I’m calling an ambulance.

GUY:
You can’t.

JULIET:
Yes I can.  What’s the number?

GUY:
Nine nine nine.

JULIET:
I knew that.

She dials.

GUY:
Don’t.  You’ll be wasting their time.

JULIET:
Get you to hospital.  Pump your stomach.  They’ll probably be able to save you.

GUY:
They would.  Definitely.  You can’t OD on Skittles.

JULIET:
What?

GUY:
The pills aren’t Valium, they’re Skittles.  Here.  Try one.

JULIET hangs up and takes the bottle.  She shakes out a pill, bites it.
JULIET:
Skittles?

GUY:
Yeah.

JULIET:
You’ve been sitting here swallowing Skittles?

GUY:
That’s right.

JULIET:
Why?

GUY:
I was bored.

JULIET:
You.  Are.  A.  Shit.

GUY:
Told you you didn’t really like me.

JULIET:
Bastard!

She slaps him.

GUY:
Ouch!

JULIET:
I’ve never met such a total...  total...

GUY:
Bastard?

JULIET:
Bastard – yeah.

GUY:
This is more like it.  Now you’re seeing me for me.

JULIET:
I hate you.

GUY:
That’s good.  Hate’s an honest emotion.  Better than compassion.  Sympathy.  Any of that other touchy feely bollocks.  Hate’s real.  It has corners.  Edges.

JULIET:
No I don’t.  I don’t hate you.

GUY:
Don’t go back on yourself.  You were making progress.

JULIET:
I don’t understand.

GUY:
I just want a bit of emotional honesty.  And if it’s hatred...  At least it’s honest.

JULIET:
You haven’t been very honest with me.

GUY:
But if you really knew me, you’d know that I’d never top myself.  I thought about it.  Yeah.  How to do it.  Details.  I’d go with pills and alcohol.  Just drift away.  But then I’d get angry.  Suicide’s a cop out.  It’s for losers.  You know what I think when I hear someone’s topped themselves?  ‘A loser died – good!’

JULIET:
Why did you join Night Line, then?

GUY:
I...  I thought it would be a good way to meet girls.  And, Christ, I met some.

JULIET:
Don’t...  Don’t you believe in what we do?  Want to help people?

GUY:
Maybe I don’t believe in anything anymore.

 JULIET:
I...  I’m going.

GUY:
What?

JULIET:
I don’t want to be with you anymore.

She leaves quietly.

A long silence.

GUY:
It’s okay to be quiet.  Maybe you’re not talking to me because I’m a man?  I can easily arrange for you to speak to a female Night Liner if that’s any help?  This is a completely confidential service.  Nothing you say will ever be repeated.  You don’t have to say anything.  I’ll be here when you’re ready to talk.

Lights fade.
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Scene 1

A suburban living room filled with the debris of a recent move.  The small hours of the morning.
DEAN stands in the centre of the room brandishing a baseball bat over TEA LEAF who is unconscious on the floor.  A DVD player lies nearby.
DEAN:
Bastard!  Bastard!  Bastard!
He rolls TEA LEAF roughly onto his back.
DIANE comes in.
DIANE:
What happened?
DEAN:
What's it bloody look like?  I just bashed a burglar.
DIANE:
A burglar?
DEAN:
Yeah.  Probably some crackhead after drug money.
DIANE:
Is he all right?
DEAN:
Doesn’t deserve to be – the bastard.  Fetch us some of that parcel tape.
DIANE:
What?
DEAN:
Parcel tape.  Get me some.
DIANE:
You had it last.
DEAN:
It’s probably with the last-minute stuff in the kitchen, then.
DIANE:
‘Last-minute stuff’?
DEAN:
Oh, for eff's sake...
He holds out the baseball bat to DIANE.
Here – watch him.  He's spark out.  Shouldn't give you no bother.  If he does – hit him.
DIANE takes the bat.  DEAN hurries out.  DIANE crouches next to the burglar and lifts one of his eyelids.  DEAN rushes in again carrying a roll of parcel tape.
DEAN:
Found it, Di...  What the bloody hell are you doing?
DIANE:
Seeing if he's all right.
DEAN:
Are you mad?  What if he wakes up and grabs you?
DIANE:
He's out cold.  You must've hit him really hard.
DEAN:
Brought it on himself.  Now get out the way.  Clout him if he struggles.
He rolls TEA LEAF onto his belly again and pinions his arms behind him.  He bites off lengths of tape and binds the burglar’s wrists and ankles.
DIANE:
Are you going to call the police?
DEAN:
In a sec.
He finishes taping TEA LEAF.
There.  Get out of that, you little shit.
DIANE:
Dean!  Not in front of...
DEAN:
Who?  The children?  Our guest?
DIANE:
Not in front of me.  Told you before.
DEAN:
If a man can't swear when he's been burgled...
He grabs an upright chair and places it near the unconscious man.
Give us a hand getting him up on this.  Let’s have a look at him.
The couple grapple TEA LEAF onto the chair.
Nasty piece of work, i'n'e?
DIANE:
Oh, I dunno...  He's quite good-looking...
DEAN:
‘Good-looking’?
DIANE:
I think so.
DEAN:
You’ve got no business thinking so.  He's broken in.  Invaded our privacy.  You ought to feel...  invaded, or something.
DIANE:
Sorry.
DEAN:
Gotta make sure he hasn't got any of our stuff.  Caught him with the DVD.  He dropped it when I hit him.
DIANE:
Is it all right?
DEAN:
It can't've done it much good.
He looks the DVD over.
Looks all right.  Can't tell without plugging it in.  I’ll have to have it looked at.  He’s probably knocked the heads out of alignment.  I hope I've knocked his bloody head out of alignment.
He puts the DVD down.  DIANE supports the drooping burglar with the baseball bat.
Keep that there.  (THE BAT.)  I’m gonna frisk him.  Hit him if he tries anything.
DIANE pulls TEA LEAF upright with the bat.  The burglar opens his eyes blearily to find DEAN snarling into his face.
Listen, mush, I’m gonna go through your pockets.  Make sure you haven't got anything that belongs to me.  Any funny business, you get a worse headache.  Got it?
TEA LEAF nods dizzily.
DEAN fumbles around in the inside pockets of the thief's jacket.  He pulls out a wallet and searches it.
Looks like you're pretty flush at the moment.
He fishes out a couple of tenners.
This'll pay to have the DVD looked at.  Now, let's see who the hell you are.
He unfolds the wallet and a long strip of credit cards falls out.  He squints at them.
Got a lot of credit cards, haven't you?  Sideline in fraud, eh?
Silence.
Suit yourself.  You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say will be taken down and used in evidence against you.
He folds the strip of cards back into the wallet.
You'll go down for this.  Got a bit of a record already, have we?  Other offences to be taken into consideration?
TEA LEAF remains mute while DEAN stuffs his wallet back into his jacket pocket.
Best the rozzers find you in possession.  More evidence, the merrier.  This could be good for business, Di.  We’ll able to use the press cuttings for publicity – ‘Have-a-Go Hero Nicks Housebreaker'.
DIANE:
Maybe...
DEAN:
Right, let's see what's in his jeans.  (TO TEA LEAF.)  Don't you bloody move, mind.  My missus has got a bat and she’s not afraid to use it.
He begins to feel delicately around TEA LEAF's trouser pockets.  A fraught moment for both men.
That's it.  He's clean.  Call the police, Di.
TEA LEAF:
(WOOZILY.)  Wouldn't do that if I was you.
DEAN:
What d'you say?
TEA LEAF:
I wouldn't call the police.  It’s not a good idea.
DEAN:
Not for you, it ain't.
TEA LEAF:
It isn't for you, either.  Unless you want to cop an assault charge.
DEAN:
What are you on about?  Any charges to be copped around here, you're gonna be the one copping ‘em.
TEA LEAF:
I'll get mine, but you'll get yours.  You hit me.  You can't go around clouting criminals.
DEAN:
Self-defence.
TEA LEAF:
‘Self-defence’?  You hit me from behind.
DEAN:
I’m allowed to protect my home.  I know the law.  I can use reasonable force to get rid of you.
TEA LEAF:
Yeah, but ‘reasonable force' doesn't include bashing me with a baseball bat.  And you didn't get rid of me.  You tied me up.
DEAN:
I’m making a citizen's arrest.
DIANE:
I think he's right, Dean.  It's the law.
DEAN:
Bloody stupid law it is too.  I've got friends in the force.  They'll see me right.
TEA LEAF:
Wouldn't count on it.  I’ve got mates in the police as well.  There’s more than one way to bend a copper.
DEAN:
You’re asking for a bit of instant justice, mate.
TEA LEAF:
You’d only be making things worse for yourself.
DIANE:
Leave it, Dean.  What will the neighbours think if there's a squad car outside the house on our first night?  That won't make a good impression.
TEA LEAF:
Listen to your missus, mate.  She's making sense.
DEAN:
Shut it, you.  (TO DIANE.)  What are we meant to do, then?  Let him go?
DIANE:
We could.  He hasn't got anything of ours, and you took the money off him for the DVD.  There’s nothing to lose.
DEAN:
Nothing to lose?  By letting some thieving toerag off scot-free?
DIANE:
Well, we can't keep him here.
DEAN:
I reckon we should teach him a lesson.  Short, sharp, shock.
DIANE:
Easy, Dean.  Don't want to get carried away.  Think of the business.
DEAN:
Can't let him get away with this, Di.  Stepford Security would be an effing joke if it got out.
TEA LEAF:
I won't say anything.
DEAN:
'Cept to your tea leaf mates.  I know the form.  Let you go and the place would be crawling with every toilet for miles.  Once a victim, always a victim.  And I'm not planning on being one.
TEA LEAF:
I haven't got any ‘tea leaf mates'.  Nobody knows about this except me, you, and your missus – and that's the truth.
DEAN:
You wouldn't know the truth if it hit you.
TEA LEAF:
What with?  A baseball bat?
DEAN:
If you like…
DIANE:
Don't, Dean.  Be sensible.
TEA LEAF:
You better hurry up and decide something...
DEAN:
Don't try to rush me.
TEA LEAF:
It’s for your own good.
DEAN:
Bullshit.  I'm in charge here.  You can't call the shots.
TEA LEAF:
I’m only trying to help.  I can already lay an assault charge on you, but it could be worse.  Taping me up counts as unlawful imprisonment.  And you knocked me out.  I’m concussed.  Could be haemorrhaging.  You could go down for manslaughter.
DEAN:
Crap.  You've got a bit of a headache, that's all.
DIANE:
I think he's right, Dean.
DEAN:
Effing doctor now, is he?  First off he's Rumpole of the bleeding Bailey, now he's Doctor effing Finlay.
TEA LEAF:
Basic first aid.  You could be making things a lot worse for yourself if there is something wrong with me.
DEAN:
You're all right.
TEA LEAF:
I’ve got a serious headache.  Might have a clot on the brain.
DEAN:
You’ll get another clout on the head if you don't shut it.  (BEAT.)  You can have an aspirin.
TEA LEAF:
Hardly a remedy for massive internal bleeding.
DEAN:
Take it or leave it.
TEA LEAF:
I’ll take it.
DEAN:
Fetch him an aspirin, Di.
DIANE:
Might take a while.  I haven't unpacked the medicine cabinet yet.
DEAN:
We're not going anywhere.
DIANE:
All right.
She goes.  DEAN paces the room.
TEA LEAF:
Don't pace.  You’re making me nervous.
DEAN:
Good.
He paces.
TEA LEAF:
You can't keep me here indefinitely.  Sooner or later you're either gonna have to call the police or let me go.
DEAN:
Maybe I've got other plans for you.
TEA LEAF:
Like what?
DEAN:
I’ve got a lot of contacts in construction.  Some digging deep foundations.  Catch my drift?
TEA LEAF:
There you go.  Making it personal.
DEAN:
It is personal.  Deeply personal.  You've broken into my house.  My house.
TEA LEAF:
Who are you?  The Duke of Kent?
DEAN:
No.  I'm Stepford Security.  One of the leading players in the home security game.  Heard of us?
TEA LEAF:
Doesn't ring a bell.
DEAN:
Should do.  We're responsible for most of the security systems in this town.  Guaranteed impenetrable.  Getting burgled is a real blow to my professional pride.
TEA LEAF:
Must be.  Didn't have any trouble getting past the security in this place.
DEAN:
That's because I haven't had time to set up here yet.  How did you get in, anyway?
TEA LEAF:
Used one of my flexible friends.  Slipped it under the lock.
DEAN:
You bloody didn't.  The doors are triple-bolted, countersunk, deadlocked.  Take more than a credit card to get past them.
TEA LEAF:
Got in, didn't I?
DEAN:
Yeah...
TEA LEAF:
Doesn't matter, anyway.  You still caught me.  You win.  I lose.  Game over.
DEAN:
Ain't as simple as that.
TEA LEAF:
Thought there'd be a catch.
DEAN:
The likes of you call it a ‘catch'.  I call it ‘principles'.
TEA LEAF:
You’re lucky you can afford them.
DEAN:
They don't cost nothing.  Just a matter of knowing right from wrong.
TEA LEAF:
It isn’t that simple.
DEAN:
Course it is.
TEA LEAF:
You ought to be grateful to me.
DEAN:
You what?
TEA LEAF:
It’s people like me keep you in business.  If there weren’t any burglars, you wouldn’t be able to flog burglar alarms.
DEAN:
What?
DIANE comes in carrying a bottle of paracetamol tablets and a glass of water.  She has a heavy book under one arm.
DIANE:
Found the paracetamols.  Took a couple myself.  This is doing my head in.
TEA LEAF:
Tell me about it.
DIANE:
Here – take these.
She pops the pills into TEA LEAF’s mouth and gives him some water.
DIANE:
Gone?
TEA LEAF:
Yeah.  Thanks, darling.
DEAN:
Don't you dare ‘darling' my missus.
TEA LEAF:
Sorry.
DIANE:
Found my medical dictionary.  Thought I'd check on ‘concussion'.
DEAN:
Chuh!
DIANE:
Here we are...  ‘Concussion – temporary unconsciousness resulting from a blow or jolt...'
TEA LEAF:
Sounds about right.
DEAN:
Shut it.
DIANE:
‘...ensuing symptoms might include blurring of the vision, dizziness, loss of memory, vomiting and, in the more severe cases, further blackouts.  Medical advice should be sought immediately.’  It says, ‘Medical advice should be sought immediately', Dean.
DEAN:
Well, you just sought it.  From that book.  Effing thing.  Do more harm than good – books.  Besides, he hasn't got any of that wrong with him.
TEA LEAF:
I might have.
DEAN:
Crap.  Heard the latest, Di?  Chummy here reckons we ought to be grateful to him.
TEA LEAF:
That’s right – you’re only in business ‘cause of people like me.
DEAN:
Don’t come it with that.
DIANE:
What’s this?
DEAN:
He’s having a laugh.
TEA LEAF:
Think about it.  You need people doing places over so you can flog your security systems…
DEAN:
Cobblers.
TEA LEAF:
It’s like insurance companies.  They need thieves  so they can flog theft insurance.  What would happen  if people like me stopped nicking  stuff?  Economic disaster.  Security firms bust.  Insurance workers redundant.  Mortgage payments unpaid.  Homes repossessed.  Homelessness on the increase.  People turning to drugs and alcohol.  All for the want of a few burglaries.
DEAN:
I don’t effing believe this.
TEA LEAF:
You should let me go.  Your future depends on…
DEAN:
What’s up now?
TEA LEAF:
I feel sort of dizzy.
DEAN:
You're making that up.
TEA LEAF:
Am I?
DEAN:
Course you are.  You were right as rain half a second ago.
TEA LEAF:
Can't seem to remember...  Feel a bit sick...  And sleepy...
He slumps forward on the chair.
DEAN:
(TO DIANE.)  Now look what you've done.
DIANE:
What I’ve done?
DEAN:
Putting ideas into his head.  He's bloody trying it on.
DIANE:
I dunno...
DEAN:
Oh, come on, Diane.  Nothing wrong with him.
He slaps TEA LEAF’s face in the approved manner for bringing someone round.
Come on.  Can't get out of it that easy.
TEA LEAF remains unconscious.
Oh, for eff's sake.  Pass us that water, Di.
DIANE gives him the glass of water and he throws it into TEA LEAF’s face.
DIANE:
My carpet!
She dabs at the water on the floor with her dressing gown.
TEA LEAF coughs and splutters.
DEAN:
There.  Told you he was trying it on.
TEA LEAF:
That's another assault charge against you.  Carry on like this and you'll go down for GBH.
DEAN:
No way.  You'd have to blab to the filth first, and you ain’t getting a chance for that.  Like I said, more than one way of getting justice done.  (TO DIANE.)  Fancy a nice patio, Di?  For barbecues in the summer, like?
DIANE:
You can't rely on the weather.
TEA LEAF:
Haven't I been punished enough?  I’ve been battered and splattered.  I'm wet, sore and miserable.
DEAN:
I’m not interested in your personal problems.  I’ve got troubles of my own.  Just been burgled.  It’s no picnic, I can tell you.
TEA LEAF:
Why stretch it out, then?  I don't want to sit round here all night.
DEAN:
Got other places to do over, have you?
TEA LEAF:
No.  I just want to go home and forget tonight ever happened.
DEAN:
Got a home to go to, then?  How would you like it if I came round your gaff and broke in?
TEA LEAF:
Feel free.  Most of the stuff's not worth nicking.  Belongs to my landlord, anyway.  Crappy self-assembly furniture.  Mattress full of insects.
DEAN:
Got other parasites for company, then.
TEA LEAF:
I don't have to resort to insects.  I share the house with three women.
DEAN:
Greedy bastard.
TEA LEAF:
Bedsit.  You don't have the choice of who you live with.
DEAN:
Try telling someone who gives a shit.
DIANE:
Dean!
DEAN:
Sorry, Di.  It makes you bloody swear, though.  Listening to all this cack.  And he reckons he’s doing us all a big favour.
TEA LEAF:
Society would be worse off without me.
DEAN:
Listen, mush, I'll tell you what the likes of you do for society.  Remember George and Doris, Di?
DIANE:
Yeah, nice couple.
DEAN:
Yeah, helluva nice couple.  Decent people.  A while back old George calls me up.  It seems that him and Doris have lived in the same house for the last forty years, but of late they've been getting bothered 'cause filth like you have been a bit unnecessary around the place.
TEA LEAF:
Oh God – a paranoid pensioner story.
DEAN:
Shut yer hole.  Anyway, George wants a quote on some extra security for the house.  Just so's him and Doris can sleep easy, like.  So we go round to see 'em, don't we, Di?
DIANE:
Yeah.
DEAN:
I like to take the missus when I'm pricing a job.  It makes you look more trustworthy, like.  So, anyway, we get on like a house on fire with old George and Doris.  Turns out that George is an old soldier.  Gave the Boche a right effing bashing in the war.  Dunkirk and everything.
TEA LEAF:
Salt of the earth.
DEAN:
Yeah – so none of your lip.  Me and George get talking about what sort of security might suit.  Meanwhile, Di's noticed that Doris has got this big collection of whatsit? – porcelain?
DIANE:
That's right.  Wedgwood.  Eighteenth century.  Passed down.  Lovely.  She had it all beautifully displayed in a china cabinet.  Doris said it was her pride and joy, and I could see why.
DEAN:
So I go to town on their security.  Nothing but the best.  State-of-the-art alarm system.  High security windows.  Mortise locks.  Peephole.  By the time Stepford Security had finished, George and Doris's house was safe as houses.
TEA LEAF:
Must've been a comfort to them.
DEAN:
It was.  George said he hadn't had a decent night's sleep in months.
TEA LEAF:
Satisfied customer, then.
DEAN:
Perfectly.  And George and Doris had been special customers, so we did a return visit a month or two later.  Courtesy call.
DIANE:
And I wanted another look at Doris's Wedgwood.  I was thinking of getting some myself – as an investment.
DEAN:
George answers the door – door chain.  In we go for a cup of tea, a chat and a couple of garibaldis.  I notice there's something missing.
DIANE:
I'd noticed straight away.  It was Doris's china cabinet.  So I said, ‘Where's your lovely china cabinet, Doris?'  And she couldn't answer...
DEAN:
She starts filling up.  Old George goes over to her, puts his arm round her, tries to comfort her.
DIANE:
So I said, ‘What is it, Doris?  Whatever's the matter?'
DEAN:
But Doris is crying buckets.  Can't speak.  And old George is pretty choked-up himself.  But he manages to spit it out – and I still get a lump in my throat.  ‘We've had to sell it,’ he says.
DIANE:
‘Why did you do that?' I said.  ‘That was Doris's pride and joy that china.'  That only made it worse.  George couldn't speak for about five minutes after.
DEAN:
Me and Di are looking at each other wondering what the eff's going on.  But Doris gets a grip puts a brave face on it and goes, ‘We had to sell my china to pay for the alarm system.'
A solemn moment.
And it's your fault.  If old George and Doris hadn't been scared stiff that some scumbag would do them over...
TEA LEAF:
But you sold them the security system.
DEAN:
Yeah.  Bloody good job too.
TEA LEAF:
Seems to me no-one’s innocent.  Not even George and Doris.
DEAN:
What’s he like?
DIANE shrugs.
You’re gonna find out who’s innocent round here, pal.
TEA LEAF:
Not interested.  I just wanna go home, spark up a spliff.
DEAN:
(TO DIANE.)  There you are, see.  Told you he was a druggy.  (TO TEA LEAF.)  That why you go out robbing?  Support your habit?
TEA LEAF:
I haven't got a habit.  I have to thieve to eat.
DEAN:
Why don't you get a bloody job, then?
TEA LEAF:
'Cause I'd probably have to work for an arsehole like you.
DEAN:
I’ll give you ‘arsehole'.
He goes for TEA LEAF with the baseball bat.  DIANE grabs one end of the bat.  DEAN holds on to the other.
DIANE:
Look, stop it!  It's making me tired.  God I should be bloody tired.  It's the middle of the night.  You’ve got to let him go, Dean.
DEAN:
But, Diane...
DIANE:
But nothing.  Time to get it sorted.
DEAN:
I just want justice...
DIANE:
Call this justice?  Stopping up all night babysitting burglars?  Let him go, Dean.  Do us all a favour.
TEA LEAF:
Well said.
DEAN:
All right, Di.  Why don't you go and make us a nice cup of tea while I sort it all out?  
DIANE:
All right.  But I'm taking this.  (THE BASEBALL BAT.)  You won't be sensible.
DEAN:
You can't, Di.  Leave me defenceless.
DIANE:
Defenceless?  He's got both arms tied behind his back.
A standoff between DEAN and DIANE over the bat.  DIANE wins.
DEAN:
All right, Di.  Reckon I can handle him without it.
DIANE:
I'll make the tea.
TEA LEAF:
Thanks, could do with a cuppa before I'm on my way.
DEAN:
You can whistle for it, pal.
DIANE:
(TO DEAN.)  You are going to get it sorted?  You won't do anything stupid?
DEAN:
Have I ever?
DIANE:
All right.
She trudges out with the baseball bat.
TEA LEAF:
Be glad when you cut this tape.  I’m getting serious pins and needles.
DEAN:
I’m not cutting anything, pal.
TEA LEAF:
Oh, come on.  Your missus is right.  We can't go on like this.
DEAN:
And we're not gonna.
TEA LEAF:
Not gonna be calling the police, are you?  You know what that means.
DEAN:
More than you think, pal.  I’ve got previous, see.
TEA LEAF:
Criminal record?
DEAN:
That’s right.  GBH.
TEA LEAF:
You surprise me.
DEAN:
While back now.  When I was a kid, like.
TEA LEAF:
Into doing people over, were you?
DEAN:
Too right.  Been in a man's world since I was a nipper.  Worked on the sites since I was fifteen.  Worked hard.  Played hard.  So when I used to go out for a skinful on a Friday night, used to like a bit of a scrap after.
TEA LEAF:
Friday night's all right for fighting?
DEAN:
Got it.  Down the club.  Few pints of lager.  Try to pull.  Check out the scrapping outside.  Bash.  Kebab.  Cab.
TEA LEAF:
Perfect end to the perfect evening.
DEAN:
Right.  Always blokes looking for trouble.  Best if you could scrap over a bird, like.  Nothing like a shag after a scrap.
TEA LEAF:
Ferocious foreplay.
DEAN:
So one night I was down the disco, and this bloke who's at college with Di is there.  Keeps following her round.  Cocky little prick.  Real trendy.  Wedge haircut.  Blonde highlights...
TEA LEAF:
Call the fashion police.
DEAN:
Anyway, he's been messing with my bird, and I decide I'm gonna have him.  Standing outside the disco with a bunch of mates, giving it all this...  (MOUTH.)  So I give him a bit of a shove.  Just so he gets a fair chance.  Never hit no-one first.
TEA LEAF:
Sportsman.
DEAN:
Believe it.  So I shoved old wedge head, and bugger me if he doesn't turn round and karate kick me in the side of the head.  So I go down.  Smack!  And all his pals crowd round him going, ‘Brilliant roundhouse, mate.' Giving it all this lip, like.  And me looking a right prick on the ground.
TEA LEAF:
Down, but not out – right?
DEAN:
Too right.  Got up, and I wasn't taking no prisoners.  Laid right into the Kung Fu kid.  Smack!  Smack!  Smack!  Got no time for fancy footwork now.  And I'm a bit loco, like.  But it's his fault.  He's been trying to steal me girlfriend.  So I'm messing this bloke up bad.  And the next thing I know, the blue tits are chucking us in the back of a Black Maria.  Spent the night in a piss-stinking police cell with sod all company 'cept a hairy blanket.
TEA LEAF:
Got done for it?
DEAN:
Yeah.  Up in court the next morning.  Shit-load of community service.  Put that bloke in hospital, but it was me first offence, see?  So I didn't go down.  Ended up digging old folks’ gardens.  
TEA LEAF:
Repaying your debt to society.
DEAN:
In spades.  That's what decided me to get into business.  Started out in the security game.  Got hitched to Di.  Put all that behind me.
TEA LEAF:
But the filth won't see it that way if I charge you with assault.  You’ve got a lot to lose.
DEAN:
Yeah…
TEA LEAF:
Be drummed out of the Neighbourhood Watch for kickoff.
DEAN:
Right.  And I get a lot of business out of the Neighbourhood Watch.  But it's not just that.  If it got out that I've got a criminal record, the business would go right down the tubes.
TEA LEAF:
Great.  So you're gonna let me go?
DEAN:
Didn't say that.
TEA LEAF:
Come on.  Let's call it quits.  No point keeping me here.  It’s boring for both of us.
DEAN:
Boring?  Can't have you getting bored.  Have to do something about that, won't we?
TEA LEAF:
Just let me go.
DEAN:
Oh, no.  Wouldn't want you leaving feeling bored.  Let’s see… (THINKS.)  I know – let’s have a game of charades.
TEA LEAF:
Charades?
DEAN:
Yeah, you know, just like Christmas.  But, tell you what, this can be a game with a difference...
He sticks a length of parcel tape over TEA LEAF’s mouth.
The difference is you're not allowed to talk.  Ready?
TEA LEAF shrugs.
I said, are you ready?
TEA LEAF nods vigorously.
Good.  Right, here goes...
Mimes the cranking of a movie camera.
What is it, then?
TEA LEAF looks at him incredulously.
Come on.  This bit's easy.
Mimes cranking a camera again.  TEA LEAF stays silent.
Can't hear you...
TEA LEAF:
(BENEATH THE TAPE.)  (It's a film.)
DEAN:
Sorry..?
TEA LEAF:
(Film!)
DEAN:
Did you say it was a film?
TEA LEAF nods.
Very good.  Now the next bit.
He holds up two fingers.
TEA LEAF:
(Two words.)
DEAN:
That's right – two words.
He holds up one finger.
TEA LEAF:
(First word.)
DEAN:
First word – right.  Played this before, haven’t you?
He makes a rippling motion with his hands.
Any guesses?
He makes the rippling motion again.  TEA LEAF shrugs.
No?  All right…
Holds up two fingers.
TEA LEAF:
(Second word.)
DEAN:
Got it.
He begs like a dog, his tongue hanging out.
Any ideas?
TEA LEAF shrugs.  DEAN holds up one finger and makes the rippling motion, holds up two fingers and begs like a dog.  TEA LEAF shrugs again.
Come on.
Ripples, begs.  TEA LEAF shrugs.
All right, then.
He makes a circle in the air.
Well?
TEA LEAF:
(The whole thing.)
DEAN:
‘The whole thing' – that’s right.  Gotta be one of my favourite films this.  You should get it.  Piece of piss.  Need a clue?  Well, it was big a few years back.  Bit controversial, like, 'cause they thought people might imitate what they saw in the film.  But I don't believe that —
He pulls a large kitchen knife from his boxer shorts.
— do you?
DEAN dances like Mr Blonde in Reservoir Dogs flashing the blade dangerously near TEA LEAF’s face.
Have you got it?  Have you guessed yet?
TEA LEAF:
(‘Reservoir Dogs'!)
DEAN:
(MIMICKING HIM.)  ‘Mmuhmm mmm'?  No, that's not right.  Try again.  Really should get this.
He carries on strutting his stuff, waving the blade dangerously.
DIANE comes in unnoticed with the baseball bat and advances on DEAN slowly.
Still no idea?  Oh dear – looks like we’re gonna have to go the whole hog, doesn't it?
He grabs TEA LEAF's ear and yanks it hard towards him.
Did you really think I was gonna let you get away with breaking into my property, you Muppet?
DEAN raises the blade to cut TEA LEAF's ear off
DIANE swings the bat at DEAN’s head.
 Blackout, then a crash.
Scene 2
The lounge.  Moments later.
DIANE is sitting on a chair sipping a mug of tea.
TEA LEAF and DEAN are sitting back-to-back on the floor.  Both are bound with parcel tape.  DEAN is unconscious.
TEA LEAF:
Can I have another swig of tea?
DIANE:
All right.
She helps him drink from a second mug.
TEA LEAF:
Thanks.
DIANE:
You're welcome.  Enough?
TEA LEAF:
For a bit.  You wouldn't have to do this if you untied me.
DIANE:
Stay like that for now.
TEA LEAF:
Why?
DIANE:
I don't trust you.
TEA LEAF:
Why not?  
DIANE:
You tried to steal my DVD.
TEA LEAF:
It was a spur-of-the-moment thing.  I wanted to take something with me.  A souvenir.  You could’ve blamed it on Pickfords.
DIANE:
Can’t blame you on Pickfords, though, can I?
TEA LEAF:
So I screwed up.  Everyone makes mistakes.  Sorry.  Please let me go.
DIANE sips tea.
Come on, Di.  You’ve got to trust someone, otherwise what's the point?
DIANE:
I'll think about it.
TEA LEAF:
Thanks a lot.  (INDICATES DEAN.)  He’s an alarm short of a security system.
DIANE:
It doesn't do to provoke him.
TEA LEAF:
You’re telling me.  He'd've given me the full Vincent if you hadn't stopped him.
DIANE:
Probably.  He's always watching that bloody film.
TEA LEAF:
Why do you put up with him?
DIANE:
Haven't had any better offers.
TEA LEAF:
I'll whisk you away from all this, if you like.
DIANE:
I’m not about to chuck in two en suites for a communal toilet.
TEA LEAF:
What are you going to tell Dean when he wakes up, then?
DIANE:
I’ll think of something.
TEA LEAF:
He’s not gonna take too kindly to being bashed with his own bat, is he?  He’s gonna go so ballistic he'll be stratospheric.
DIANE:
I’ve taken precautions.
TEA LEAF:
How long do you think the tape's gonna hold him?
DIANE:
Long enough.
DEAN groans, coming round.  DIANE grabs the bat.
Don't say anything.  Let me do the talking.
TEA LEAF:
My lips are sealed.
DIANE checks to be sure that DEAN is bound securely.
Everything tight?
DIANE:
Think so.
DEAN groans again.
TEA LEAF:
Soon find out.
DEAN:
Di?
DIANE:
That’s me.
DEAN:
What happened?
DIANE:
You went a bit loco, Dean.  Blacked out.
DEAN:
Blacked out?
DIANE:
That's right.
DEAN tries to move.
DEAN:
(PANICKY.)  What's happening?  Can't move me arms.
DIANE:
It's all right.  Don't panic.
DEAN:
I'm tied up.  Why am I tied up?
DIANE:
So you stay sensible.  Don't do anything stupid.  How are you feeling?
DEAN:
My head hurts.
TEA LEAF:
I know what that's like.
DEAN:
Who's that?
TEA LEAF:
Me.  The one you love to hit.
DEAN:
Eh?
TEA LEAF:
Freelance removal man?
DEAN:
Yeah...  That's right...  Caught you trying to nick the DVD...  What the effing hell's going on, Di?
DIANE:
Just trying to get everything sorted sensibly, Dean.
DEAN:
Who bloody tied me up?
Silence.
Well?
TEA LEAF:
Here's a clue.  Only three of us here.  It wasn't me.
DEAN:
You mean it was Di?
DIANE:
(TO TEA LEAF.)  I said let me do the talking.
DEAN:
What d'you tie me up for, then?
DIANE:
You were about to be stupid with my best kitchen knife.
TEA LEAF:
Remember – our cosy game of charades?
DEAN:
I wasn't gonna do nothing.  Just winding him up, like.
TEA LEAF:
You had me fooled.
DEAN:
Shut it, you.
DIANE:
You'd lost it, Dean.  If I hadn't hit you, no telling what you'd've done.  I’ve seen you like it before.
DEAN:
I can't help it.  It's the way scum like him get to me.  Effing bastards.
He tries to butt TEA LEAF with the back of his head.  TEA LEAF wriggles away.
DIANE:
Mind the tea!  I don't want stains on my new carpet.
DEAN continues attacking TEA LEAF.
Stop it!
DEAN:
What?
DIANE:
I swear, Dean, if you don't leave it out I'll put another one on you.
DIANE looks set to bludgeon DEAN back into line with the bat.
DEAN:
I don't bloody get this, Di, honest I don't.
DIANE:
I’ve told you – we’re gonna get this sorted sensibly.  You can't be sensible, so I've tied you up.
DEAN:
Call this sensible?  I’m not bloody putting up with it.  Wait till I get this stuff off.
He struggles with the tape.  DIANE punts him over with her foot.  He redoubles his struggle.  DIANE lands him a warning blow with the baseball bat and looks ready to hit him again.  The couple freeze in a standoff.
TEA LEAF:
Go ahead, punk – make her day.
DEAN:
(SUBMISSION.)  You bloody bitch.
DIANE:
You gonna behave?
Silence.  DIANE sits down and drinks tea.
TEA LEAF:
Told you he was gonna go ballistic.
DIANE:
Didn't expect anything else.
TEA LEAF:
So what now?
DIANE:
I dunno.  Maybe I'll call the police.
TEA LEAF & DEAN:
What?
DIANE:
Might be best all round.
DEAN:
It's not best for us, Di.  You know why.
DIANE:
I’m not thinking about us.  I’m thinking about me.  I’m fed up with picking up the pieces after you've flown off the handle.  I’ve done more standing by my man than Tammy Wynette.
DEAN:
You're nothing without me.  No house.  No business.
DIANE:
You're the one with the criminal record.  The one who'd drag the business down.  I'm squeaky clean.  The business could thrive under me.
DEAN:
You wouldn't last five minutes.
DIANE:
Wouldn't I?  I know the ropes.  All the contacts.  I could run Stepford Security blindfold.  I practically do, anyway.
DEAN:
You reckon?
DIANE:
Yeah.
TEA LEAF:
So you're gonna call the police?
DIANE:
Maybe.
TEA LEAF:
What would you tell them?  You're gonna have a hell of a job explaining two blokes tied up in your living room.
DIANE:
I'd just tell the truth.
TEA LEAF:
What?  – all of it?
DIANE:
Why not?  My husband – who has a record for GBH – knocked out a burglar.  Instead of calling the police, he tied up the criminal so he could torture him.  That wouldn't look good for either of you.
DEAN:
You wouldn't do it.
DIANE:
Try me.
DEAN:
You're all mouth and trousers.  Without the trousers.
DIANE:
Reckon I haven't got the bottle to do it?
She looks around the room.
Where's the phone?
DEAN:
See – you don't even know where the effing phone is.
DIANE:
I’ll get my mobile.
TEA LEAF:
Whoa, whoa...  You haven't thought this through, Di.  You're thinking of fessing the whole thing up to the fuzz – right?
DIANE:
Yeah.
TEA LEAF:
Your husband knocked me out while I was nicking the DVD?
DIANE:
That's right.
TEA LEAF:
But that's not the whole truth, is it?
DIANE:
No.
DEAN:
Ha ha – looks like there’s something you haven’t thought of, Di.  (TO TEA LEAF.)  Well done, mate.
TEA LEAF:
(TO DIANE.)  What if I tell them about my not-so-forced entry?  My time chez tu en suite?
DEAN:
Yeah, what about the...  What he said?
DIANE:
Maybe I’d mention your credit card scam.  The evidence is in your pocket, remember?
TEA LEAF:
All right, don't go all tit for tat on me.
DEAN:
What did he mean?  ‘Not-so-forced entry'?
TEA LEAF:
Think about it.
DIANE:
What did you have to say that for?
TEA LEAF:
Don't worry.  It'll take a while to sink in.
DIANE:
It will, though.
TEA LEAF:
Yeah.  Then he's gonna go seventeen different kinds of apeshit.
DEAN:
Oi!  Stop talking about me like I'm not here.  I am.
TEA LEAF:
We noticed.
DEAN:
Are you saying that you never broke in?
TEA LEAF:
Well, you were right about the doors.  Take more than a credit card under the lock to get past that lot.
DEAN:
But if you never broke in, how comes you're here?
TEA LEAF:
A conundrum.
DEAN:
What's it all about, Di?
DIANE:
Not saying.  I’m trying to keep things sensible.
DEAN:
I asked a sensible question.
DIANE:
You wouldn't like a sensible answer.
TEA LEAF:
Did I say seventeen different kinds?  I meant more.  A lot more.
DEAN:
Shut it a sec.  I’m thinking...  When I caught him it was 'cause I heard him prowling about.  He was clumping round like an effing elephant.  But I never heard no noise of him getting in.  Glass breaking.  Latch being forced.  Nothing like that.
TEA LEAF:
Looks like an inside job, then, doesn't it?
DIANE:
You got a death wish?
DEAN:
Inside job?  How can it be an effing inside job?  There's only me and Di here.
TEA LEAF:
Nothing gets past you.
DEAN:
Did you let him in, Di?
DIANE:
Might have.
DEAN:
Wha'for?
DIANE:
Can't you guess?
DEAN:
Can't a man get a straight answer in his own house?
TEA LEAF:
I think he's gonna get there very soon, Di, and it ain't gonna be pretty.
DIANE:
I know.
TEA LEAF:
I’d be more help if I wasn't tied up.
DIANE:
All right.
She cuts the tape binding TEA LEAF with her kitchen knife.  TEA LEAF stands up.
DEAN:
What the effing hell..?
TEA LEAF:
Well, see, Dean, it's like this...
He takes DIANE in his arms and kisses her, long and hard.
Get the picture now?
DEAN:
You fucking bitch!
DIANE:
Dean!
DEAN:
Don't give me that.  If you can't fucking swear when you find out your missus is a fucking slapper, when can you fucking swear?
DIANE:
There's no call for it.
DEAN:
No fucking call for it, she says!  Just wait till I get this fucking stuff off, then I'll fucking show you what there's fucking call for.
He wrestles with the tape, but TEA LEAF pushes him onto his back and kneels on his chest.
TEA LEAF:
Aha!  No you don't.  I’m the daddy now.
DEAN:
Keep out of it, you.  This is between me and her.
TEA LEAF:
Between you and her with me between, I'd say.
DEAN:
Get off me chest.  It fucking hurts.
TEA LEAF:
Yeah, does, doesn't it?
DEAN:
Fucking get off, then.
TEA LEAF:
Not until you cool down.
DIANE:
And stop swearing.  I won't have the language of the gutter under my roof.
DEAN:
Whose roof?
DIANE:
Our roof, then.  Whatever.  I don't want my ears filled with filth.
DEAN:
All right.  Just get him off.
TEA LEAF:
You gonna behave?
DEAN:
Ain't got no choice, have I?
TEA LEAF:
What d'you reckon, Di?
DIANE:
Oh, leave him.  Can't do much against the two of us.
TEA LEAF stands up.
DEAN:
So how long have you two been shagging, then?
TEA LEAF:
Depends...  Often more than an hour.
DEAN:
What?
TEA LEAF:
Yeah, thought that would come as a surprise.  Five minutes is your record, I hear.
DEAN:
(TO DIANE.)  You been telling him our private stuff?
DIANE:
Not much to tell.
DEAN:
You used to reckon I was all right.  You used to call me your ‘love boat'.
DIANE:
That's because you make love like a cross-channel ferry – roll-on, roll-off.
DEAN:
I get tired.  Knackered.  I work bloody hard, you know.
DIANE:
So you keep telling me.
DEAN:
If it wasn't for me you wouldn't be living in a detached with two en suites.  Wouldn't have all this.
DIANE:
Maybe not.
DEAN:
And don't go thinking you're gonna be keeping it, neither.  I want a divorce.
DIANE:
(TO TEA LEAF.)  See what you've done?  Told you to let me do the talking.
TEA LEAF:
It had to come out sometime.  Now seemed as good a time as any.
DEAN:
You’ve been carrying on for a while, then?  Going behind my back.
TEA LEAF:
Year or two.  But we knew each other before, of course.
DEAN:
Before?
TEA LEAF:
Yeah.  Surprised you didn't recognise me.
DEAN:
Who are you?  The milkman?
TEA LEAF:
When did you last see a milkman?
DEAN:
How am I meant to know you, then?
TEA LEAF:
Well, Di and I go back to school.  Had this little romance going...
DIANE:
More of a teenage crush, really.  Just kids.
TEA LEAF:
Right.  Nothing saucy – friends.  Good friends.  We used to copy each other's homework.  Stuff like that.
DIANE:
Then we went to the same college.
TEA LEAF:
I still used to see Di at lunch times and stuff.  Then she started going out with you.  (TO DIANE.)  Don't know what you saw in him.
DIANE:
Muscles and a tan.
DEAN:
Worked out, didn't I?  Still do.  Got the tan in Ibiza.  Birds loved it.  I was an effing fanny rat.
TEA LEAF:
Anyway, saw no reason to stop seeing Di just 'cause she'd got herself a boyfriend.  There was nothing anyone could get jealous about.  So one night I'm out clubbing it.  Have a great night.  Finish with the phone number of someone special in my back pocket.  Result.  So I’m feeling pretty good.  Having a laugh with some mates.  When suddenly this… Neanderthal starts pushing me around.
DEAN:
Watch what you’re saying.
TEA LEAF:
What you gonna do?  Wriggle at me?
DEAN:
Just watch it.
TEA LEAF:
Anyway, I don't want any trouble.  Don't want to wreck a good night out.  So I decide to go for a pre-emptive strike.  I did tae kwon do at college.  Just started, but could do a pretty good roundhouse.  So I kicked the geezer in the side of the head.  Put him down.
DEAN:
Did you, fuck!
DIANE:
Oi!
TEA LEAF:
Thought he'd have the nous to stay down.  But no – next thing I know, I'm in a hail of fists.  Strange thing is, it doesn't hurt much.  Not at first.  When I woke up in hospital – that’s when it started hurting.  Fractured skull.  Broken nose.  Broken teeth.  Cracked ribs.  All because I spoke to the guy's girlfriend.
DEAN:
I paid the price.
TEA LEAF:
Oh yeah, digging a few gardens.  That's justice for you.  You got community service.  I got two false teeth.
DEAN:
See me – I’m sobbing.  Boohoo.
TEA LEAF:
(TO DIANE.)  What I didn't get was how come you still went out with him?  Married him.
DIANE:
I was green.  Thought it was romantic.  Someone doing time for me.  Well – digging gardens.  Started the standing by my man bit.  And you went to university.  We lost touch.
DEAN:
How about doing a bit of standing by your man now?  Let me go.
DIANE:
No way.  I’ve given that up for keeps.
DEAN:
Slag.
DIANE:
You drove me to it.
DEAN:
Effing didn't.
DIANE:
You effing did.  Met Ray again two years ago.  Remember what we were doing then?  
DEAN:
Lot of stuff.  Building the business.  Making plans.
DIANE:
Yeah, but we were trying for a baby as well.  Ha!  ‘Trying for a baby'.  Stupid way of putting it.  Lying on my back while you grunted on top of me for two minutes.
TEA LEAF:
Two minutes!  It keeps going down.
DEAN:
Bloody said, didn't I?  I get tired.
DIANE:
Well, I got tired as well, Dean.  Tired of having to put up with that every night.  Then, when I didn't get pregnant, tired of going to that awful gynaecologist.
DEAN:
You went private.
DIANE:
Fat lot of difference that made.  It was still a drag.  A bore.  Appointment after appointment, yawning in the stirrups.  And all the time it's you that's shooting blanks.
DEAN:
What?
DIANE:
It's not me that can't have babies, Dean.  It's you.  Dr Strong couldn't find anything wrong with me.  And he looked long and hard enough.
DEAN:
Can't be nothing wrong with me.
DIANE:
Why not?
DEAN:
Well...  bloke, en'I?  Blokes don't have problems with their parts.
DIANE:
They do now.  It was on EastEnders.
TEA LEAF:
You haven't got many tadpoles to the tablespoon, mate.
DEAN:
Whether I do or not ain't got nothing to do with what we're on about here.  We're talking about you shagging my missus.  How did that happen?
DIANE:
I met Ray again after one of my appointments with Dr Strong.  I was doing a bit of retail therapy afterwards, and I met Ray in the mall.
TEA LEAF:
Thought all my birthdays had come at once.  Just scored this platinum card.  Bloody platinum, mind.  None of your gold crap.  A-one credit rating.  Just finished buying-up Waterstone's, and met Di coming out of Next.
DIANE:
Recognised each other straight off.  Went for a coffee.  Talked over old times.  Did some catching up.  It was good to see a friendly face.
DEAN:
So then it was back to his place for a bit of a bunk-up, was it?
DIANE:
No it was not.  What do you take me for?  Ray's place is a dump.  I could never...  never...  you know, in a place like that.  We went to a hotel.  A decent place.  Ray used the credit card.
DEAN:
Bloody flash with other people's money, ain't you?
TEA LEAF:
I have a generous nature.
DIANE:
We had to be really careful.  Dr Strong had told me that I was very fecund.
DEAN:
Dirty bastard.
DIANE:
He said I could fall pregnant easily.
TEA LEAF:
And we were bonking for kicks, not kids.
DIANE:
After the first time, we saw as much as possible of each other.  Mostly at our old place when you were out at work.
DEAN:
Right under my effing nose.
TEA LEAF:
Not exactly.  I was always well away by the time you got home.
DIANE:
Until today.
TEA LEAF:
Until today – yeah.  Caught us on the hop a bit coming home early.  I spent the afternoon hiding out in the spare room's en suite.
DEAN:
You were here all bleeding afternoon?
TEA LEAF:
Yep.  And all evening.  Sitting on the toilet reading the Domestos bottles.  Bloody boring it was too.
DEAN:
Must've been mental to think you could get away with it.
TEA LEAF:
Almost did.  I would've done if I hadn't decided to borrow your DVD.
DIANE:
And so here we all are.
DEAN:
Not for much bloody longer if I can effing help it.
He struggles again.  TEA LEAF shoves him into submission.
TEA LEAF:
Don't be stupid.  You're outnumbered.
DEAN:
You effing bastards.
DIANE:
What're we gonna do, Ray?
TEA LEAF:
Dunno.
DIANE:
You're the one who screwed everything up.
TEA LEAF:
We could call the police.
DEAN & DIANE:
What?
TEA LEAF:
Like I said – boot’s on the other foot now.  We call the police, report a burglary…
DEAN:
You're gonna turn yourself in?
TEA LEAF:
No.  I’m gonna turn you in.
DEAN:
Eh?
TEA LEAF:
‘My wife and I had just gone to bed, officer, when I heard a noise downstairs.  Going to investigate, I caught this man in the act of stealing our digital video disc player.  You'll find his fingerprints all over it.'
DEAN:
Don't effing believe it.
TEA LEAF:
I think the police would believe me.  Especially with my missus to back me up.
DIANE:
I would too.  ‘It was awful, officer.  Someone going through my private possessions.  Invading my privacy.  I feel...  invaded.’
TEA LEAF:
We'd even be able to use the press cuttings for publicity – ‘Have-a-Go Hero Nicks Housebreaker'.
DEAN:
You’d never get away with it.
TEA LEAF:
I think we can make a convincing case.
DEAN:
People know me.  Lot of people.
TEA LEAF:
Not round here, they don't.  You're new in the area.  I could easily be you.
DEAN:
What about the business, then?
TEA LEAF:
What about it?
DEAN:
The blokes who work for me know who I am.  They won't take orders from you.
DIANE:
They would from me, though.  Besides, no-one actually works for you.  It's all casual labour.  Self-employed.  I could pick up workmen.  Easy.
DEAN:
Slapper.
TEA LEAF:
I like this plan.  I was only gonna nick your DVD, but it looks like I could get away with your whole house.  Your missus too.
DEAN:
(To DIANE.)  I thought you was gonna settle this sensible, like.
DIANE:
We are.
DEAN:
No, you ain't.  Bet if I got nicked I could prove I weren't no burglar inside an hour.  What about all the people from our old place that know me?  My mates in the Neighbourhood Watch?  My own mother, for Christ's sake.  Plus you've got loads of photos with me in 'em.  Not him.  How you gonna explain that lot?
DIANE:
I don't think the police would be interested in our holiday snaps.
DEAN:
They would when I told them the truth.  And look at me – I’m in me boxers.  What do I do?  Pilf in me pants?
DIANE:
We’ll dress you.
DEAN:
Try it.
TEA LEAF:
He's right, Di.  Involve the police and we open a whole new kettle of ballgames.
DIANE:
So we're back to square one, then?
TEA LEAF:
There’s always the patio option.
DIANE:
What?
TEA LEAF:
Fancy a nice patio, Di?  For barbecues in the summer, like?
DIANE:
Well… we’re bound to have a few fine days.
DEAN:
You wouldn't effing dare.
TEA LEAF:
We could have kebabs and couscous.  Bottle of chianti.  Few friends round.
DIANE:
I could do a nice Greek salad.  But it… Well, it's not...  not...  sensible.
TEA LEAF:
When you've exhausted the sensible, you've only the ridiculous to fall back on.
DIANE:
But it would be awful if we killed him —
DEAN:
That’s right.
DIANE:
— it would really mess up the carpet.
TEA LEAF:
We’ll have to make a neat job of it, then.
DEAN:
You'll never get away with it.
TEA LEAF:
You’re like a stuck record.
DEAN:
It's true.  You can't kill me for the same reasons you can't turn me over to the law.
TEA LEAF picks up DIANE’s medical dictionary and thumbs through it.
TEA LEAF:
I don't think it's the same at all.
DEAN:
Yes it is.  Someone's gonna notice I'm missing.  Get suspicious.
TEA LEAF:
Not round here they're not.  No-one knows you.
DEAN:
They've seen me moving my stuff in.
TEA LEAF:
You could've been a removal man.
DEAN:
What about the patio, then?  Someone's gonna get suspicious about you digging up the garden.
TEA LEAF:
Why?  These places are built on a greenfield site.  Everyone's new around here.  People change places.  Home improvements.  Haven’t you seen it on the telly?  It’s on all the time.
DEAN:
Someone'll notice.  Someone'll see.
TEA LEAF:
No they won't 'cause no-one cares.  You can forget your cosy little Neighbourhood Watch schemes.  The only neighbourhood anyone cares about is the one that ends at their own front gate.  Everyone's watching, but no-one's seeing.
DEAN:
What you doing with that effing book?
TEA LEAF:
‘Asphyxia.  Commonly known as suffocation.  Asphyxia is caused by obstruction of the large airway, by a deficiency of oxygen in the air (like that breathed inside a closed plastic bag placed over the head), or by breathing noxious gases such as carbon monoxide.  Asphyxia leads to hyperventilation, which is accompanied by an increase in heart-rate and blood pressure.  Failure to treat asphyxia using artificial respiration causes death.
He snaps the book shut.
(TO DIANE.)  That won't mess up your Acrilan shag.  It's cheap.  Clean.  Effective.  All we need is a bin liner and we've got a result.
DIANE finds a black polythene bin liner.
DIANE:
One like this?
TEA LEAF:
That'll do nicely.
DEAN:
Don't come near me with that fucking thing.
TEA LEAF:
I’m gonna have to.  How else am I gonna suffocate you with it?
DEAN:
You won't get away with it.  Someone'll miss me.
TEA LEAF grabs the roll of parcel tape.
TEA LEAF:
I’m fed up with listening to common sense.
He breaks off a short length of tape and bears down on DEAN.
DEAN:
Wait.  Let’s talk about it.  Don't fucking do this.
DIANE:
Stop swearing, Dean.  It’s so undignified.
TEA LEAF seals DEAN's mouth with parcel tape 
TEA LEAF:
That’s stopped him.
He prepares to put the bin liner over DEAN’s head.
DIANE:
Stop!
TEA LEAF freezes.
You can't kill him with a bin liner.
She finds a Harrods carrier bag and offers it to TEA LEAF.
Use this.  Let him go out in style.  We owe him that at least.
TEA LEAF takes the carrier from DIANE.
BLACKOUT.
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act i

pounding disco music and strobe lights reverberate into the silence of a rain-drenched dawn.

ben and greg are in a police cell.

emma and wendy are on a commuter train.

the women are slumped together on a seat.  wendy has a ball and chain padlocked to one ankle, an l-plate on her back and is wearing a gold tinsel wig.

ben sprawls on the floor.  greg is lying on the bench.  he is wearing a dress and has a piece of privet hedge in his hair.

ben wakes first, disturbed by greg’s snores.  he nudges greg to stop him snoring.

greg:
(GROGGY.)  What time is it?

ben:
Early.  Go back to sleep.

GREG:
You woke me up.

BEN:
You were snoring.

GREG:
I don’t snore.  Where are we?  (he tries to sit up.)  Shit – my head!

ben:
Good night last night.  Go back to sleep.

greg:
This bed’s hard.

ben:
Not as hard as the floor.

greg:
Eh?

ben:
You got the bench.  I got the floor.

greg:
It’s not very comfortable.

ben:
I’ve got a crick in the neck.

greg:
I feel terrible.

ben:
You always were a hypochondriac.

wendy stirs and takes in her surroundings blearily.

greg:
Where are we?

ben:
The Bridewell.  Go back to sleep.

greg tries to sleep.

wendy realises where she is, sits up and shakes emma.
wendy:
Em!  Emma!  Wake up!

emma:
Uh?

wendy:
Train.  We’re on a train.  OhmyGodwe’reonatrain.

she stands up, falls over the ball and chain and hyperventilates.

emma:
All right.  Don’t panic.

wendy:
(GASPING.)  Train!

emma:
Deep breaths.

wendy:
Tr...

emma:
Inhaler.

wendy flaps at the pockets of her jacket, finds nothing, panics.

wendy:
Can’t...

she collapses onto the seat, panting.

emma:
You had it last night.  You were moaning about the smoke.

wendy:
Yuh...

emma:
Sure it’s not in your pocket?

wendy shrugs, turning blue.

Let me see.

she feels in wendy’s pockets.

Nope.

wendy:
(VERY HIGH-PITCHED WHINE.)

emma:
What about your bag?

wendy:
Buh...  Yuh...

emma:
Where is it?

wendy can only shrug.

God.

she stands up and winces, clutching her head.

Ouch!

she looks around for the bag and finds it under the seat.  she tips out some of the contents – make-up, tissues, sanitary products.

What do you have to carry so much round with you for?

wendy thumps the seat in desperation.

Okay, okay...

she rummages some more and pulls out an asthma inhaler.
Thank God.

wendy snatches the inhaler and sucks on it gratefully, emma slumps back onto the seat beside her.

greg sits abruptly upright on the bench.
greg:
Shit!

he is struck by a tidal wave of giddiness and nausea.  he gags.  ben grabs a metal bucket.

ben:
Easy, mate.  Got to take these things slowly.

he puts the bucket into greg’s lap.  greg gags into it several times but cannot vomit.

greg:
Why can’t I be sick?

ben:
You threw it all up last night.

greg:
What’s the time?

ben:
Just gone five.

greg:
I’m getting married.

ben:
Ding-dong.

Greg:
Where are we?

ben:
The Bridewell – told you.

greg:
Police station?

ben:
Yeah.

greg:
Wedding.  Two o’clock.

ben:
Plenty of time.

greg:
Lots to do.

he tries to stand, reels, and retches into the bucket.

ben:
You’ve really got to take it easy.

greg:
Wendy’s gonna kill me.

wendy:
Greg is gonna kill me.

emma:
He hasn’t got it in him.

wendy:
He might if I’m not in church on time.

emma:
You’ll make it.

wendy:
Where are we?

she stands and stumbles over the ball and chain.

Shit!

emma:
Ouch!

wendy:
Get this thing off me!

emma:
Don’t shout – my head.

wendy:
Unlock it.

emma:
I haven’t got the key.

wendy:
Well, who has?

emma:
I dunno.  Rach?  It was her idea.

wendy:
Oh God...  (SHE BREATHES HEAVILY.)
EMMA:
Inhaler.

wendy takes a couple of blasts.

wendy:
Bloody Rachel!

emma:
You didn’t want to leave her last night.  You cried.

wendy:
That was last night.  Why didn’t you get the key off her?

emma:
Didn’t think.

wendy:
Durrr...

emma:
You made me drink all that Hooch.

wendy:
Better than sinking pints of lager.

emma:
I like lager.

wendy:
So unladylike.

emma:
Who are you?  My mother?

wendy:
Where are we?

emma:
Peeing down wherever it is.  Siding somewhere.

wendy:
I can see that.  Where?

emma:
Could be anywhere.  The Outer Hebrides.

wendy:
(BREATHLESS.)  OhGodohGodohGod.

emma:
All right.

wendy:
Outer Hebrides!  (she uses her inhaler.)

emma:
Wendy – this is a commuter train...

Wendy:
Flowers are coming at nine.

emma:
...one people catch to work...

WENDY:
Got to get them into the fridge.

EMMA:
The Outer Hebrides aren’t actually on its route.

wendy:
Then the hairdresser.

emma:
The furthest we can be is the end of the line.  Which is – what?  Burnham Stoke?
wendy:
That’s miles out.

emma:
Yeah – but it isn’t the Outer Hebrides.

wendy:
Might as well be.

emma:
Don’t be defeatist.

wendy:
Hello!  It’s my wedding day.  I’m stuck in a siding.  In a ball and chain.  It’s raining.  Get me out of here and I’ll stop being defeatist.  (SHE TAKES ANOTHER PUFF ON HER INHALER.)
EMMA:
I’ll see what I can do.

wendy:
Thank you.

emma goes.  wendy rubs at the shackle on her ankle.

greg surfaces from the bucket, looks dizzy, stares into the bucket again.
greg:
I haven’t felt this bad since...  I haven’t felt this bad.

ben:
Stag night, mate.

greg:
That was two weeks ago.

ben:
What?  That night in the Taj Mahal with your mates from work?
greg:
That’s right.

ben:
I’d’ve been failing in my duties as best man if I’d let that go as your stag.  You didn’t even have a stripper.
greg:
I didn’t want a stripper.

ben:
You’re not married without one.

greg:
Did I have a stripper last night?

ben:
Sorry – let you down badly.  Put Fat Kev on stripper duty.  You know what he’s like – couldn’t find a virgin in a nunnery.
greg:
The room’s spinning.

ben:
Put your head between your legs.  It helps.

greg puts his head between his legs and notices what he is wearing.

greg:
Why am I wearing a dress?

BEN:
Part of the ceremony.

greg:
It was meant to be a quiet drink.  Quiet drinks don’t end in custody.
ben:
Stag night.

greg:
I should’ve asked Bill to be best man.

ben:
That boring bastard?

greg:
I wouldn’t’ve got arrested with him.

ben:
He’s got a moustache.  You know what they say about blokes with moustaches.
greg:
He’s got three kids.

ben:
Facial topiary is a big mistake.  He would’ve ruined your wedding album.
greg:
Whereas a heavy hangover is a classic look?

ben:
That’s right.

GREG:
I only had four pints.  That’s an average Friday night.

ben:
Four pints.  Twelve vodkas.

greg:
I don’t drink vodka.

ben:
You did last night.  Extended happy hour.

GREG:
The limo’s coming at one.

BEN:
We’ll be there for it.

greg:
I’ve got a ten o’clock with Queer Ted.

ben:
Could do with a trim myself.

greg:
I’ll never drink again.

ben:
Black coffee.  Bacon sandwich.  You’ll be fine.

greg gags into the bucket.

emma returns.
wendy:
Well?

emma:
The doors are all locked.  They’re electric and the power’s off.

wendy:
There must be an emergency exit.

emma:
Yeah, but there’s no platform.  It’s four, five feet to the track.

wendy:
Climb down.

emma:
I don’t think so.  I want to end up carrying your train.  Not under one of Richard Branson’s.

wendy:
We can’t stop here.  I have to call the caterers.

emma:
Have you got anything for a headache?

wendy:
Might have.  (SHE GOES THROUGH HER BAG AND TAKES OUT HER MOBILE PHONE.)  I’ve got my mobile.
emma:
Too big to swallow.

wendy:
Thought I’d left it at the flat.  Who shall we call?

emma:
The caterers?

wendy:
Don’t think they’ll be there yet.

emma:
Call Greg, then.

wendy:
I can’t do that.  It’s bad luck.

emma:
I’m not superstitious.

wendy:
I’m not calling him.

emma:
Isn’t your mum helping you get ready?

wendy:
I’m not calling my mum.

emma:
Why not?

wendy:
She’d go mental.  She isn’t calm like me.

emma:
Who, then?

wendy:
What about Mike?

emma:
No way.

wendy:
Why not?

emma:
I don’t want him rescuing me.

wendy:
We’ve got to call someone.  This is my big day.

emma:
Call Rach.  She can bring the key for the ball and chain.

wendy:
Yeah – got her number programmed in.  (SHE FINDS THE NUMBER ON HER MOBILE AND DIALS.) 

GREG TAKES HIS HEAD OUT OF THE BUCKET.

GREG:
So, how come we were arrested?

ben:
Drunk and disorderly – why do you think?

greg:
I need details.  We have to get our story straight.  They might try and fit us up.
ben:
Oh yeah – I can see it now – ‘Free the Turnpike Two’.

greg:
I was nicked in the Turnpike?  In a dress?  I won’t be able to go in there again.
ben:
You will.  You’re meant to look a prat on your stag.

greg:
It wasn’t my stag.

WENDY:
It’s ringing.  Oh God – Ansaphone.

emma:
Leave a message, then.

wendy:
You do it – I always panic.

emma takes the phone.

emma:
Rachel – Emma.  Listen – we’re stuck on a train.  Burnham Stoke we think.  Wendy’s still in that ball and chain.  Bring the key.  Quick as you can.  Wendy’s future happiness depends on it.  Call us back – Wendy’s mobile.
she hangs up and hands the phone back to wendy.

Aspirin?

wendy:
Oh yeah.  (she delves in her bag.)

greg:
So we were nicked in the ’Pike?

ben:
No.  On the way back.  Fat Kev’s road.  You fell through a hedge.  There’s a bit of it in your hair.

greg picks the piece of privet from his hair.

greg:
Oh yeah.

wendy:
Bloody Rachel!  I knew she was jealous.  I’ll kill her if she wrecks my wedding.
emma:
Hurry up with the aspirin.

wendy:
I’m looking.  You’re no better.  Letting her put me in this.  (THE BALL AND CHAIN.)  Some chief bridesmaid!
emma:
Why didn’t you ask Rachel, then?

wendy:
She’d look minging in pink.

emma:
She’s really upset.

wendy:
She isn’t.

emma:
I had to talk her out of getting you a chastity belt.

wendy:
Eh?

emma:
It was an option.

wendy:
Bloody Rachel.  Where’d she get this thing, anyway?

emma:
Her boyfriend’s in the Sealed Knot.

wendy:
Oh yeah – silly soldier games.

greg:
I’m surprised you can be arrested for falling through a hedge.
ben:
You weren’t.

greg:
You said...

ben:
Yeah, but the hedge is only part of it.  Not the whole story.
wendy finds some aspirin.

WENDY:
Here.

emma:
Great.

GREG:
It gets worse?

ben:
Much.

greg:
Give me a minute.

emma:
Got anything to swallow them with?

wendy:
What?

emma:
Spring water?

wendy:
Why would I have that?

EMMA:
You’ve got most things in that bag.

wendy:
Sorry – no Evian.

EMMA:
I’ll see if I can get some water in the toilet, then.

she goes.  wendy fiddles with her shackle then goes through her bag.

greg:
Go on, then – I fell through a hedge...

ben:
That’s right – you fell through the hedge and started warming up the goldfish.  Nice way for a vegetarian to act.
greg:
I’m not following you.

ben:
Ornamental pond.  Gnome.  Fountain.  Which you pissed in.
greg:
I pissed in a pond?

ben:
In Fat Kev’s road.

greg:
Why didn’t you stop me?

ben:
I was laughing.  Totally creased.

greg:
Oh cheers.

ben:
I’d had a few myself – we gave you a good send-off.  But it was the gnome that did it.  One of those fishing gnomes.  The owner of that pond must be a sadistic bastard.  The fish have to look at that all the time.  Mental torture.
greg:
Will you get to the point?

ben:
Thought you were an animal lover.

greg:
It’s not the pressing issue.

ben:
All right – the gnome.  He’s standing there holding his rod.  And you’re standing there holding yours.  And it’s like...  Snap!  I cracked.
He laughs hard.  greg watches him disdainfully.

wendy finds a can of red bull in her bag and puts it aside.  she takes out a powder compact, looks in the mirror, rearranges her wig, then applies make-up carefully.
(wiping away tears of mirth.)  You had to be there.

greg:
I was.  Is that when we were arrested?

ben:
Yeah – plod felt your collar while you were pissing in the pond.
greg buries his head in his hands.

emma returns.
emma:
There are no toilets on this train.

wendy is still repairing her make-up.

wendy:
No?

emma:
Don’t want to be caught in a crisis without your face on?

wendy:
I’ve got standards.  Professional pride.

emma:
I don’t know how you square being vegetarian with slapping half a whale on your face.
wendy:
‘None of our products are tested on animals or contain animal products – guaranteed.’  Told you before.  Found this in my bag.  (THE RED BULL.)  Got it at a promotion in the mall.  Forgot.
EMMA:
Thanks.  (SHE READS THE CAN.)  It’s full of sugar.

wendy:
Do to wash the tablets down, won’t it?  I mean – sorry I don’t carry a range.
emma:
All right.  (SHE SWALLOWS THE TABLETS WITH THE DRINK, THEN RATTLES THE MEDICINE BOTTLE AT WENDY.)  Haven’t you got a headache?
wendy:
I don’t get hangovers.
emma:
Lucky cow.
wendy:
This thing’s rubbing my ankle.  It’s gonna be red raw.  I’m allergic to non-precious metals.
emma:
Don’t mess with it, then.  You’ll make it worse.
wendy:
I thought we could have a go at getting it off with this.

emma:
A hairclip?

wendy:
Yeah – pick the lock.  Seen it on telly.

emma:
That’s telly, Wendy.

wendy:
It’s worth a try.  My foot’s gone to sleep.  It’s cutting off the circulation.
emma:
We’re better waiting for Rachel.

Wendy:
How long’s that gonna be?  My leg’s gonna be a total mess by then.
emma:
Leave it.

wendy:
It’s my big day.

emma:
Give it here.  (SHE TAKES THE HAIRCLIP AND POKES AT THE PADLOCK WITH IT.)
GREG:
Anything else on the charge sheet?
ben:
Drunk and disorderly should do it.  You were drunk.  I was disorderly.
greg:
Didn’t resist arrest or anything, did you?

ben:
Couldn’t if I’d’ve wanted to.  I was wetting myself.  It was like being back at school – trying not to laugh in front of the teacher.
greg:
He was the law.

ben:
I’ve always had a problem with authority figures.

greg:
State to get yourself into.

ben:
At least I remember what happened.

greg:
Yeah – can’t understand it.  I remember thinking, ‘Four pints – that’s your lot.  Don’t want to overdo it.’  Next thing I know I’m waking up with the mother of all hangovers.  Can’t remember a thing.
ben:
You’ve blanked it all out.

greg:
When was I sick?  You said I chucked everything up.

ben:
The full biryani.  Better out than in, I thought.  The arresting officer didn’t see it that way, though.
greg:
I didn’t..?

ben:
Right into his talking brooch.  Roger – over and out.  He got two collars and a trip to Sketchley’s.
greg groans and lies on the bench in a foetal position.

wendy:
Any luck?

emma:
I don’t really know what I’m meant to be doing.  Still got pins and needles?
wendy:
Yeah – it’s getting worse.

emma:
Don’t think this is gonna help.

wendy:
Bloody railway!  What sort of service is this? – leaving us trapped on a train.
emma:
Not their fault, is it?

Wendy:
Course it is.

emma:
We’re the ones who dropped off.

wendy:
They should’ve come round and woken us up.

emma:
It was the last train, Friday night.

wendy:
So what?

emma:
So – end of a busy week – they’re off home for supper and a video.  They’re not gonna hang around to see if a couple of dozy mares have dozed off, are they?
wendy:
Well, they should’ve done.  I’m not allowed to leave the store until all the customers have gone.  They should be the same.  I’ll be complaining when we get back from Corfu.
greg:
How bad was it?  Me puking?

ben:
Ever seen The Exorcist?

greg:
You’re joking.

ben:
Don’t worry about it.  He probably gets puked on all the time.  Part of the job.
greg:
You’re not helping.

ben:
Maybe you were doing yourself a favour.
greg:
What?
ben:
Don’t really want to marry Wheezy Wendy, do you?

greg:
Don’t call her that.

ben:
Know what I reckon?  I reckon your puking on plod was an unconscious expression of a deep-seated desire to get out of this wedding.
greg:
Bollocks.

ben:
Is it?  Why would you want to marry her?  She’s bossy.  Uptight.  Demanding.
greg:
Only around you.

ben:
She’s got you right under her thumb.  You’ve changed.  Take this vegetarian kick.  That’s down to her.
greg:
We share convictions.

ben:
I reckon you’re a closet carnivore.

greg:
You’ve never given her a chance.  Right from the first time I introduced you.  There’s me hoping my new girlfriend and my best mate will get on.  And what do you do?
ben:
She was asking for it.

greg:
No she wasn’t.

ben:
Oh, come on – it’s a pub.  Where people are known to puff the occasional cigarette.  And all she does is whinge on about the smoke.
greg:
She’s asthmatic.

ben:
She knew it was a pub.
greg:
You didn’t have to spark-up yourself.
ben:
Oh, I did.
greg:
You don’t even smoke.
ben:
Few drags on a Marlboro Lite shut her right up.
greg:
She couldn’t breathe.
BEN:
Didn’t think she needed to.  She doesn’t draw breath when she’s on at you.
greg:
Shut up – you’re making my head hurt.
wendy:
Cassandra didn’t say anything about this.
emma:
Oh, don’t come it with Cassandra.  I’ve had it up to here with all that hocus-pocus.
wendy:
Everything she said would happen has happened.
emma:
Yeah, yeah.
wendy:
She said I would find a permanent job.
emma:
You’ve got qualifications.  Experience.
wendy:
She said I’d marry Greg.
emma:
You’ve been going out for years.
wendy:
But she didn’t say anything about this.
emma:
Well, pretty bloody specific, isn’t it? – ‘On the morning of your wedding you and your chief bridesmaid will be trapped on a train.  And what’s this I see?  You’ll be wearing a ball and chain.’  She’d need bloody good reception on her crystal ball to get all that.
wendy:
She read my palm.

emma:
Whatever.

wendy:
She did say that before I was married I’d have to forgive and be forgiven.

emma:
Chuh!

wendy:
I forgive you, Emma.

emma:
What?

wendy:
I forgive you for landing us in this mess.

emma:
And I forgive you for being a gullible cow.

wendy:
Well, if you’re just gonna be...

her mobile phone rings.

emma:
Spooky.

wendy looks at her phone.

What is it?

wendy:
Alarm clock.  It’s five-thirty.  I wanted to make sure we were up on time.

emma:
Well, we’re up.

greg:
You’d better behave at the wedding.

ben:
Thought I was making your head hurt.

greg:
You are – I’m just saying – don’t want you winding Wendy up.

ben:
What am I gonna do?  Spark-up at the altar?

greg:
Just behave.  It’s Wendy’s big day.

ben:
Don’t worry about me.  Couple of veggie vol-au-vents and a bridesmaid – I’ll be fine.

greg:
I don’t want you bothering the bridesmaids either.  Or bridesmaid. (INDICATING DIMINUTIVE BRIDESMAIDS.)  I assume you’re not interested in Poppy or Amber?

ben:
I’d be arrested – again.

wendy:
I’ve got confidence in Cassandra.

emma:
You put too much faith in her.

wendy:
She really helped.

emma:
At a price.

wendy:
Well, can’t live on fresh air, can she?

emma:
It’s bullshit, Wendy.  A crutch.  You don’t need all that supernatural stuff to feel good about your...  Ah!

wendy:
What?

emma:
Think I’m getting somewhere.

Wendy:
Yeah?  Told you it was...

emma:
Shush!  Concentrating.

ben:
I have to escort Miss Hudson out of church. We rehearsed it – etiquette.

greg:
Yeah – escort her out of church.  That’s it.  No pestering her.

ben:
You ought to have more faith in me.  Best mate, best man and that.

greg:
I know what you’re like around Emma.

ben:
What?

greg:
Telling her she’s spoilt you for other women...

ben:
Oh that.

greg:
I mean – I don’t blush.  And I blushed.

ben:
I’d had a few.

greg:
Haven’t you always?

ben:
Not always.

greg:
Well, keep off it today.  And Emma.  Stick to the vol-au-vents.

wendy:
Is it working?

emma:
Well, something happened.  (SHE TESTS THE LOCK.)  Hasn’t opened it, though.  (she pulls out the hairclip and looks at it.)  Oh.

WENDY:
What?

emma:
It’s snapped off in the lock.

wendy:
It hasn’t?

emma:
It has.

wendy:
Oh God.  (SHE BURSTS INTO TEARS.)  Everything is going wrong.

emma:
It’s all right.

wendy:
No it’s not.  Greg’s gonna be waiting at the altar.

emma:
In about seven hours.

wendy:
How can I get married in this?

emma:
We’ll get it off somehow.  If not, we’ll just make a feature out of it.  You could carry it in a basket.  Few blooms on top.  I could have one to match.  Baby ones for Poppy and Amber.

wendy:
Bloody Rachel!

emma:
Think she’d’ve let you off with the wig and L-plate if you’d asked her to be bridesmaid.

wendy:
Cow!

emma:
She is your best mate.  How would you feel?

wendy:
I’d realise that ginger and rose blush don’t go.

emma:
You could’ve chosen different dresses.

wendy:
I’ll be the laughing stock of cosmetics if my wedding isn’t straight out of Hello!

emma:
Well, I don’t look that great.

wendy:
Yes you do.  You look really pretty.

emma:
I just hope nobody from work sees me.

wendy:
Why not?  Don’t you want to look pretty?

emma:
No – I’ll have ‘secretary’ stamped all over me.

wendy:
You’re a PA.

EMMA:
Oh, big difference.  Huge.

wendy:
It’s a good job.

emma:
I want to write for the magazines.  Not type for them.

wendy:
You don’t know when you’re well off.

emma:
Yes, mother.

wendy:
My foot’s really gone to sleep.  I can’t feel it.

emma:
Walk about a bit.

wendy:
In this thing?

emma:
You walk.  I’ll carry the ball.

wendy:
Okay.

emma picks up the ball.

EMMA:
Bloody hell!  It weighs a tonne.

wendy:
I know.  The others helped us get it on the train – remember?

emma:
It’s all a blur – I remember laughing a lot.

wendy:
Well, it’s not funny now.

emma:
You’re telling me.  Ready?

wendy:
Yeah.

they stagger up and down the train together.

BEN:
It’s true, though.  Bit cheesy, but true.  She has spoilt me for other women.  I don’t do other women.  I’m totally committed to her.  I went out with that Alexis – from work?

greg:
Mm...

ben:
We went to see A Clockwork Orange.

greg:
Not exactly a chick flick.

ben:
It came up while we were restocking ‘Mind, Body and Spirit’.  She hadn’t seen it.  I hadn’t seen it.  So – date.

greg:
Disaster?

ben:
She turns up in sandals.  And we’re not talking fashion footwear.  Bog standard brown leather – as seen on Galilee.
greg:
How could she be so cruel.

ben:
And she’s in this long, grey dress.  Cardigan.  I’m smart-casual.  She’s bag lady.

greg:
What does she wear at work?

ben:
Jeans, T-shirt – same as everyone else.  No clues about the grunge fest that greets me at the multiplex.  And she reminds me of someone – can’t think who.  Anyway, after the film she says she thinks that Kubrick’s ambiguous ending lacks the life-affirming closure of Burgess’s original text – what do I think?  I think I need a drink.  But then there’s the issue of where to take her.  People know me in pubs.  I can’t be seen out with this jumble sale refugee.  Still can’t think who she reminds me of...  Anyway, she suggests we go back to her place – for camomile tea.
greg:
New one on me.

ben:
And me.  So we’re back at her bedsit.  On with the lava lamp.  Off with the cardigan.  Some sounds on the stereo – whales.
greg:
Wales?

ben:
Yeah – big fishy bastards.  Live in the ocean.

greg:
Oh, whales.

ben:
Then it clicks who she reminds me of – Olive Oyl.

greg:
Who?

ben:
Popeye’s girlfriend.  You know – big feet, hair bun, no tits.

GREG:
She reminded you of a cartoon?

BEN:
That’s right.  And I’ve never fancied Olive Oyl.  Don’t know what Popeye sees in her.  If I was him I’d tell Bluto he could have her – sod all that spinach.  Mind you – Popeye’s got a squint and a speech impediment.  Can’t exactly be beating ’em off with a shitty stick now, can he?
greg:
(GROANS IN DISBELIEF.)
BEN:
So I’m sitting there, sipping my herbal tea.  The whales are...  wailing away.  And she’s banging on about this aromatherapy course she’s doing.  So I’m, ‘Lavender – yeah.  Lemon balm – right.  Massage – fine.’  Next thing I know she’s telling me to take my shirt off and get across the futon.  Oiling-up her hands.  ‘It’ll be really soothing,’ she says.  I’ve never been so tense.  Well, obviously I’m not about to get intimate with Olive and her oil, so I make my excuses and leave.  Get out in time for last orders.  Swift pint of Guinness with a double JD chaser.  Now that’s soothing.  You can keep your hippy shit.  But isn’t that just like life?  The women I fancy won’t give me the time of day, while the ones I don’t fancy can’t wait to rub essential oils into me.  I mean, what’s that about?

emma and wendy stumble down the aisle of the train.

emma:
We’re gonna have to stop this.  It’s doing my back in.

wendy:
What about my foot?

emma:
Can you feel it?

wendy:
Almost.

emma:
That’s good enough for me.

they stagger back to their seat.  wendy rubs her ankle.

wendy:
If I can’t get this thing off, the wedding’s off.  Rachel’s paying.

emma:
Mike’ll be disappointed.  He’s been really looking forward to it.

wendy:
Has he?  Nice bloke.

emma:
Said he couldn’t wait to show me off.

wendy:
Oh, that is nice.

emma:
I’m not some bit of jewellery.

wendy:
I’m sure he didn’t mean...

emma:
Yes he did.  He wants to dangle me on his arm like, ‘Ooh!  Look what I’ve got.’

wendy:
You won’t be asking him to move in, then?

emma:
Much too soon.

wendy:
Well, if he’s Mr Right...

emma:
He isn’t.  Far from it.  I mean, I can forgive him the ‘show you off’ bit – it is sort of flattering as well as patronising...
wendy:
Make your mind up.

emma:
But he’s too keen as well.  Puts you off, you know?

wendy:
Wouldn’t put me off.

emma:
It does, though.  It’s like Ben Fletcher...

wendy:
Him?  He’s just horrible.

emma:
Oh, he’s not bad looking.  Good sense of humour – when he’s sober.

wendy:
Which is never.

emma:
He was okay at the rehearsal.

wendy:
Greg was under strict instructions.

emma:
I’d be more interested if he backed off a bit, you know?  Like that time he told me I’d spoilt him for other women..?
wendy:
I was scarlet.

emma:
Probably the drink talking, but I was flattered.  It didn’t make me fancy him, though.  It put me off even more.  Too keen, you see?
wendy:
Eyebrow tweezers!

emma:
Eh?

wendy:
To get that bit of hairclip out of the padlock.  I’ve got my manicure set.  (SHE RUMMAGES IN HER BAG.)

greg:
Tell me something honestly.

ben:
What?

greg:
When did you last have sex?

ben:
Recently.

greg:
When?

ben:
Fat Kev’s party.

greg:
Fat Kev hasn’t had a party.

ben:
Yes he did.

greg:
Well, I wasn’t invited.

ben:
You were.  You were there.

greg:
When was this?

ben:
His eighteenth.

greg:
His eighteenth!  That was eight years ago.

ben:
I can count.

greg:
It wasn’t even this century.

ben:
All right.

GREG:
Fat Kev wasn’t even Fat Kev.  He was just...  Kev.

ben:
It was before he ate all the pies – yeah.

greg:
Your balls must be the size of watermelons.

ben:
Don’t be silly.

greg:
And you walked out on a definite shag just ’cause of this girl’s dress sense?

ben:
It wasn’t just the clothes – although they were bad enough.  I had a sneaking suspicion that underneath there would be a lot of hair – legs, armpits, nipples.

greg:
You’re too picky.  For all you know Emma might be really...  hirsute.

ben:
Check out the big brain on Greg!  ‘Hirsute’, eh?  And with a heavy hangover.

greg:
It’s a word.

ben:
Listen – one thing you’ve got to get straight in your head.
greg:
What?

ben:
There is no hair on Miss Hudson.  I mean apart from the golden locks tumbling onto her shoulders.  And – I like to think – some neatly coiffured intimate curls.  Apart from that – nada!
greg:
You’re obsessed.

wendy finds her manicure set and takes out some tweezers.

wendy:
See if you can get it out with these.

emma:
All right.  Put your leg up.

wendy does and emma tries to pull the broken piece of hairclip from the padlock with the tweezers.

wendy:
I sometimes wish Greg was a bit keener, you know?  It sometimes feels like it’s me who’s making all the running.
emma:
Well, you’re...

wendy:
I mean, it’s like when we go out shopping together – yeah?  It’s something we can do together.  Being together, you know?  It should be fun.
emma:
I hate shopping.

wendy:
Yeah – but you’re not a normal sort of girl, are you?

emma:
Thanks a lot.

wendy:
No – I mean you’ve got...  ideas.

emma:
‘Ideas’?

wendy:
You know...  Anyway, Greg ought to be interested in how I look – I am his fiancée.  So I go into the changing room to try something on, leaving him outside with a face like a slapped lemon.  And when I come out in a new top or skirt or something, ask him what he thinks, he just goes, ‘’S’all right.’  That’s all – ‘’S’all right.’
EMMA:
Well, what do you expect him to say?

wendy:
Something helpful.  Like, ‘Cerise really suits you.’  Or, ‘That skirt makes your bum look big.’  Something like that.
Emma:
Two things, Wendy.  First of all, no man will ever tell you that cerise really suits you.
wendy:
It’s my colour!  The swatches said so.

emma:
Doesn’t matter.  ‘Cerise’, ‘ruby’, ‘scarlet’ mean nothing to a man.  It’s all ‘red’ to them.  Catch a bloke using words like ‘apricot’ or ‘avacado’ or ‘aubergine’ – he’s probably gay.  Or a painter and decorator.  Or both.  And the other thing is – if Greg ever tells you anything makes your bum look big – you’ll divorce him.
wendy:
I will not.

emma:
Trust me – you will.

wendy:
Why would I?  If we were in a shop and you told me something made my bum look big, I’d be grateful.  Pleased you stopped me making a mistake.

emma:
That’s different.  I’m a woman.  I know what it’s like to have hips.  To worry about the size of my bum.

wendy:
You’ve got a nice bum.

emma:
Thanks.  But a bloke – what does he know?  It’s like you saying to him, ‘Your knob looks tiny in those trousers.’  What do you know?

wendy:
I know a tiny knob when I see one.

emma:
And blokes know a big bum.  But drawing attention to either isn’t gonna do any relationship any favours.

ben:
Maybe if I was older.  BMW.  Fat wallet.

greg:
Mate, Emma wouldn’t fancy you if you were an octogenarian roll-over jackpot winner with a Roller.  Face it.  She’s got a boyfriend, anyway.

ben:
You never said.

greg:
You never asked.

ben:
Didn’t know I needed to.  What’s he like?

greg:
How should I know?

ben:
Haven’t you met him?

greg:
No.  He’s coming to the wedding.  I’ll meet him there.

ben:
Well, that’s just bloody typical, isn’t it?

greg:
What?

ben:
First time since forever I get to see Miss Hudson socially and she’s got a bloke in tow.

greg:
That’s how it goes.

ben:
It was the same when we were at university.  She was always with a different bloke.  I used to lie awake and think of her with them.  It was like being back at junior school and knowing there’s gonna be a party with jelly and ice cream and chocolate fingers.  But you’re the only kid in the class without a big blue envelope.  Except Michael Bingley.

greg:
Who’d invite him?

ben:
Well, exactly.

greg:
I’m standing up.

ben:
No rush.

greg:
I’ve got to walk down the aisle.

ben:
Work up to it gradually.

greg:
That’s what I am doing.

he eases himself to his feet and takes a tentative step.  the cell swims around him and he flops back onto the bench, retching into the bucket.

ben:
Definite progress.

wendy:
You can get a cat now.

emma:
A cat?

wendy:
Yeah.  With me moving out you can get one.  Shame I’m allergic or we could’ve got one before.  Split the Whiskas.

emma:
Why would I want one?

wendy:
Company.  Someone to come home to.

emma:
It wouldn’t be someone.  It would be a cat.

wendy:
They’ve all got their own little personalities.

emma:
How would you know?  You can’t go near one without breathing apparatus.

wendy:
I know enough.

emma:
Keep your foot still.  I don’t stand a chance with these tweezers.

wendy:
I just thought – if you’re not gonna ask Mike to move in...

emma:
What?  I should fiddle about with kitty litter as a substitute for a live-in lover?

wendy:
No.  It’s horrible coming home to an empty flat, that’s all.

emma:
Wendy, when I come home from a hard day being shared by DIY Now, Cross Stitch Today and PDQ Magazine, all I want is to collapse in front of the telly with a frozen pizza.

wendy:
Sad.

emma:
Millions of people do the same every day.

wendy:
Yeah – but most of them have someone to do it with.

emma:
So I don’t seek self-fulfilment in a significant other.

wendy:
I don’t understand all that university stuff.

emma:
I don’t need a man – or cat – to feel good about myself.

wendy:
Course you don’t.

emma:
I don’t.  Men are like Wonderbras.  Sooner or later they let you down.

wendy:
Greg won’t let me down.

emma:
Keep your foot still.

wendy:
What about when you were at university, then?

emma:
What about it?

wendy:
You said you had a lot of boyfriends.

emma:
It was just sex.  I wasn’t kissing frogs to find a prince.

wendy:
‘Kissing’?

emma:
Whatever.  I was letting off steam.  You didn’t see me at school.  Glasses.  Spots.  Mouthful of metal – I was always at the orthodontist.  Then I’m eighteen.  Away from home for the first time.  Straight teeth.  Clear complexion.  Contact lenses.  Crop top.  I never have to buy my own drinks.  But I was lonely.  I didn’t have any close girlfriends – there was always a lot of bitching over blokes.  And the blokes – they were only interested in...
wendy:
Same as you, sounds like...

emma:
So I threw myself into Jane Austen.  Weekends I’d be out getting picked up.

wendy:
How many was it?  Overall?

emma:
The whole three years?  Fifteen.  Fifteen and a half.

wendy:
A half?

emma:
Yeah – there was this one guy I...  It was while I was in halls.  Third year.  Boring weekend working on my dissertation.  Totally sick of it by Sunday night, so I went down to the uni bar – see what was going on.  Met this bloke.  Mature student.  Bit baggy, but he bought me enough Bicardi to drink him good-looking.

wendy:
Eugh!
emma:
Anyway, he’s in halls too.  So we go back to my room.  We’re just getting cosy when he says he’s got to run and fetch something.  So I’m thinking maybe it’s a bottle he’s been saving – special occasion.  So I find a couple of glasses.  Change my knickers.  But he comes back with this black attaché case, opens it up and it’s full of chains and handcuffs and clamps and stuff.

wendy:
God.

emma:
So I’m freaking – this is so not me.  And I’m about to set all the alarms off.  Scream the place down.  But he’s saying that it would really help if I could chain him up.  He looks so sweet and pathetic.  Big puppy eyes.  So I thought, ‘Poor lad’.

wendy:
‘Poor lad’?

emma:
Yeah – if that’s what he’s into, then who am I to...

wendy:
You didn’t..?

emma:
Trussed him up like Christmas.  And he wants me to walk all over him in stilettos.  But I haven’t got any – they hurt my back.  So I improvise with Doc Martens.  But, like I said, I’m not into the rough stuff.  And by now I just want to go to bed – to sleep.  So I unzip the mouth of his rubber mask...

wendy:
Eh?

emma:
Didn’t I mention that? – yeah.  He told me he got all the gear online.

wendy:
Pervert.

emma:
There are worse things.  Well, he begs me to let him stay.  Just leave him chained up on the floor.  So I brush my teeth, go to bed.  It’s tricky nodding off with him handcuffed to the radiator, but next thing I know it’s eight in the morning and he’s hissing the code word at me.  You have to have a code word when you’re doing S and M ’cause screaming, ‘No, no – please don’t!’ is all part of the fun.

wendy:
‘Fun’?

emma:
I don’t think so either.  Anyway, the magic word is ‘ink’ – he told me it was easy to spit out if he was in trouble.  Also it’s not something you’re likely to come out with when you’re on the job – ‘Ink me, baby, ink me!’  So I whip the mask off him thinking he’s having a heart attack or something.

wendy:
Was he?

emma:
No – turns out he’s got a nine o’clock lecture.  Doesn’t want to miss it.  So it’s, ‘Thank you for a lovely evening,’ and he’s off to Ethics – leaving my room looking like something out of Tussaud’s.  So I’m having a coffee.  Thanking God the cleaners don’t come in on a Monday.  Back on the dissertation again.  And there’s a knock at the door.  So I open up – thinking it’s him back for his stuff – and I’m looking at twenty sixth formers.  All being shown around uni on an open day.  ‘And this is one of our study bedrooms...’

wendy:
Gah!  What did you do?

emma:
Said, ‘Don’t ask.  Just don’t ask.’  And shut the door.  So the score’s fifteen and a half.  Including that one.

wendy:
Think I’ll put some moisturiser on my ankle.  Stop me getting a rash.  (SHE FINDS A TUB IN HER BAG AND RUBS THE LOTION IN UNDER HER SHACKLE.)  I don’t think I’ve met fifteen and a half blokes I’d want to go to bed with.

emma:
You’ve led a sheltered life.

wendy:
You’re not the only one with a past.

emma:
Go on, then – shock me.

wendy:
I’m not proud of it.

emma:
No?

wendy:
No.  I just don’t want you to go thinking...

emma:
Come on, then, ’fess up.  I told you mine.

wendy:
Well, it was while I was still at school.  In the sixth form.  At a party.  I’d had too many rum and blacks.  It was in the garden shed.

emma:
Wendy!  Was he good-looking?

wendy:
It was dark.

emma:
You horny toad.

wendy:
Rachel set it up.

emma:
Figures.

wendy:
Think that’s enough moisturiser now.  Have another go with those tweezers.

emma:
All right.  (SHE PICKS AT THE PADLOCK AGAIN.)  Must say I’m gobsmacked.  I thought it had only ever been you and Greg.

wendy:
Well, it hasn’t.  So less of the ‘sheltered life’, thank you.

emma:
I’ll keep it in mind.

greg:
Four into twelve goes three.

ben:
Hardly Einstein, is it?

greg:
Just doing the maths.  I never drink vodka.  And four into twelve goes three.  As in four triples into four pints.  Happy hour.

ben:
It was the only way to get you into that dress.

greg:
You bastard.

ben:
It would’ve been a waste of a dress.

greg:
I don’t give a shit.

ben:
You should – we bought it in the People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals.

greg looks set to stand up.

Not gonna try walking again?

GREG:
This is important to me.

ben:
Plenty of time before the wedding.

greg:
This isn’t about the wedding.

ben:
No.

greg:
No.  I’m gonna smash your face in.  You know how I feel about spiking drinks.

he manages to stand unsteadily.  ben pushes him back onto the bench.

ben:
Come on, mate.  We don’t fight.

greg:
You asked for it.

ben:
I just wanted your last night of freedom to be one to remember.

greg:
I can’t remember a thing.

ben:
That’s not the point.

greg:
I won’t forget this, though.

wendy:
Why doesn’t bloody Rachel bloody phone?

emma:
She’s probably still in bed.

wendy:
But it’s my wedding.

emma:
Yeah...

wendy:
She’ll have to get ready.

emma:
Yes, but maybe she doesn’t feel she has to get up before six in the morning to be ready for a wedding at two in the afternoon – just a guess.

wendy:
And she wonders why she didn’t make chief bridesmaid!
emma:
It wasn’t just the ‘minging in pink’ thing, then?

wendy:
No – I wanted someone sensible.

emma:
And I’m sensible, am I?

wendy:
Course – you’re a PA.

EMMA:
Oh, right.

wendy:
She’d better not be late, that’s all.

greg:
Where are my clothes?

ben:
Fat Kev’s got them.

greg:
My keys are in my pocket.

ben:
We’ll pick them up when we get out of here.

greg:
When’s that gonna be?

ben:
Not gonna keep us long, are they?  That’s the point of the drunk tank – chuck ’em in, sober ’em up, chuck ’em out.  They’ll need the cell for the real criminals.

greg:
Maybe we are the real criminals.  Can’t see them letting me get away with puking on a police officer.

ben:
It was your first offence.

greg:
Yeah – and I’m gonna make perfectly clear whose fault it was – you cider-spiking bastard.

ben:
Nobody likes a grass.

greg:
I can live with that.

wendy:
Give her another call.  See if she answers.

emma:
All right – mobile?

wendy:
Here – number’s programmed.

emma looks through the numbers on the phone.

emma:
Who’s ‘Piglet’?

wendy:
Who do you think?

emma:
‘Piglet’?

wendy:
Just call Rachel, will you?

emma:
All right.  (SHE DIALS.)  It’s ringing.

greg:
Think I can stand up now if you give me a hand.

ben:
You’ll only end up shouting into that bucket.

greg:
No, I think if I can get used to being on my feet...

emma:
Machine again...  Rachel – Emma again.  Are you there..?  Pick up.  We’re still on the train.  Where are you?  Get out of bed and get us.  Wendy’s going spare.  (SHE HANGS UP.)

WENDY:
Bloody Rachel!

emma:
Don’t shout – my head!

greg:
Give me a hand up?

ben:
All right.

he helps greg to his feet.  greg leans on him for a moment.

wendy:
We’re never gonna get out of here at this rate.

emma:
Right – that’s it.  (SHE PRESSES BUTTONS ON THE PHONE.)

WENDY:
What you doing?

emma:
Calling Piglet.

wendy:
No.

She makes a grab for the mobile, emma dodges her.  with the ball and chain holding wendy back, emma makes the call.

It’s unlucky!

Emma:
What’s more unlucky?  Seeing him before the wedding or not seeing him at the wedding?

greg grabs ben in a headlock.

ben:
Ow!  What you doing?

greg:
Smashing your face in.  I should’ve got a better best man.
he punches ben in the face.

wendy strains at the ball and chain.

wendy:
It’s unlucky...

BLACKOUT.
ACT II

a railway station buffet.

greg is sitting at a table resting his head.  his haiR and dress are wet from the rain.

ben arrives at the table carrying two polystyrene cups and sandwich boxes.  He is rain-wet and has a black eye.  he kicks greg’s chair.

ben:
Peace offering.

greg:
What have you got?

ben:
Black coffee.  BLT – without the LT.

GREG:
I don’t eat bacon.

ben:
Make you feel better.

greg:
Just give me the coffee.

ben:
Suit yourself.

greg:
I will.

ben sits at the table and eats his sanDwich.  greg sips his coffee.

Tastes like sump oil.

ben:
It’s a railway station.

greg:
I’m soaked.

ben:
It’s raining.

greg:
We should’ve gone straight to Fat Kev’s.  Got my clothes.
ben:
Made more sense to get in out of the rain.  And it’s too early.
greg:
That bastard can bloody well climb out of his stinking pit.  Helping you put me in this dress.  It’s the least he deserves.
ben:
I’m not worried about waking Fat Kev.  It’s his mother.  She’s the hardest person I know.  There’s no way I’m disturbing her beauty sleep – she needs it.
greg:
There is that.

ben:
Think the earliest we can risk is nine o’clock – Saturday morning and that.
greg:
I’ve got a ten o’clock with Queer Ted.

ben:
Queer Ted will keep.  Have some sandwich.  It’s good.

greg:
I.  Don’t.  Eat.  Bacon.

ben:
Come on, mate – condemned man’s last breakfast.  Enjoy yourself.  Wendy’s not here and I won’t tell.
greg:
It’s the principle.
ben:
What principle? – She says ‘frog’, you jump?

greg:
Drop it.

ben:
Everything’s come out in the wash.
greg:
No thanks to you.

ben:
Hate to say it, mate, but you were embarrassing.  ‘Yes, officer.  No, officer.  I’m more than happy to pay for any damage, officer.’
greg:
Thought he was gonna throw the book.

ben:
You had your tongue so far up his arse you were tickling his tonsils.

GREG:
My wedding was at stake.

ben:
Still want to go through with it, then?

greg:
Course.

ben:
I wouldn’t think any less of you if you backed out.

greg:
You know what?  I don’t really value your opinion right now.

ben:
Did you ever?  This sandwich is good.

greg:
I used to like bacon.

ben:
It’s still the same.

greg:
Didn’t they have a vegetarian option?

ben:
Mars bar.

greg:
Not this time of the morning.

he opens his sandwich box, looks in, closes it again.

Couldn’t live with myself.

ben:
Get you something else if you want.  It’s all pretty meaty, though.

greg:
I’m all right.

ben:
Still on for Friday nights, then?  When you’re back from Corfu?  Out with the lads?

greg:
Dunno.

ben:
You’ve gotta have some time to yourself.  Do you good – break from wedded bliss.

greg:
Now’s not a good time.

ben:
Only time there is.  Two o’clock – it’s all over for you.

greg:
It’s not my funeral.

Ben:
Same difference.  Best get Fridays sorted.

greg:
Well, maybe me and Wendy will do stuff Friday nights.  Quality time.

ben:
Chuh!

greg:
She’ll probably want to go shopping Saturdays and we always end up rowing.  Can never work out why and she won’t tell.  She’s always, ‘Well, if you don’t know...’  And Fridays are gonna be difficult when we have kids.

ben:
Stop it – you’re scaring me.

greg opens the sandwich box again.

greg:
Got to admit, I’m tempted.

ben:
Spoil yourself.

greg:
Tell Wendy and I’ll black your other eye.

ben:
I won’t breathe a word.

greg bites into the sandwich hungrily.

Vegetarians – I shit ’em.

greg:
(BETWEEN MOUTHFULS.)  That’s really good.  Almost worth the guilt.

they eat in silence.

Wendy and emma stumble in.  They are both wet from the rain.

emma is carrying the ball and chain with wendy leaning on her.
emma:
Got to sit down.

wendy:
I’ll call a taxi.  We’ve still got plenty of time if we...

greg:
Wendy?

wendy:
Wha..?

greg shuts the lid of his sandwich box quickly.

greg:
What’s going on?

wendy:
Don’t look at me!

greg:
What?

wendy:
Don’t look at me!  Unlucky!  Wedding!

greg:
Oh, right.

he turns his back on her and she turns her back on him.

emma:
He’s seen you now.

wendy:
We have to go.

emma:
I’m not lugging this thing any further.

wendy:
They’ll have to go, then.

emma:
Oh, grow up.

she drags wendy by the chain towards greg and ben.

wendy:
Stop it!  It’s tempting fate.

emma:
All right – you can stay out in the rain if you want.  I’m stopping here.

she dumps the ball on the floor and sits with greg and ben.  wendy stays a little way off, keeping her back to them.

emma:
Hello, boys.

ben:
Miss Hudson.

greg:
All right, Em?

emma:
Nice frock, Greg.

wendy:
(BREATHLESS.)  This.  Is.  So.  Unlucky.  (SHE TAKES A HEAVY DOSE FROM HER INHALER.)
BEN:
So what’s with the leg iron?

emma:
Rachel got it.

ben:
That’s pretty good.

wendy:
Trust you...

greg:
Where have you two been?

wendy:
Is he looking at me?

emma:
Yeah – he’s got eyes in the back of his head.

greg:
I won’t look.  Where have you been?

emma:
Stuck on a train out at Burnham Stoke.  We fell asleep on the way back last night.
wendy:
Disaster.

ben:
Whew!  You girls know how to party, or what?

emma:
Well, if you two were having a quiet night in, you were doing it all wrong.  What happened to your eye?
ben:
I walked into a fist.

greg:
Brought it on yourself.

ben:
We were just having breakfast.  Can I get you anything?
emma:
I’m a coffee.

greg:
Coffee’s like sump oil.

emma:
It’s a railway station.

ben:
Okay.  Wendy?  Tea?  Coffee?  Iron lung?

wendy:
You’re not funny.

ben:
Something to eat, then?

wendy:
No, thank you.

ben:
Suit yourself.

wendy:
I will.

ben goes to the counter.

I hope he’s gonna be nice.  It’s my big day.

greg:
I’ve told him.

emma:
You just gonna stand there?

wendy:
I’ll sit with you as long as he doesn’t look.

greg:
I won’t look.

wendy:
No peeping – it’s unlucky.

greg:
All right.

wendy:
Give us a hand with this thing, Em.

emma:
Okay.

with emma grappling the ball and chain, wendy backs toward the table.  She and greg finish sitting back to back on either side of it.

So what happened to you?  Looks like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards.

greg:
It was meant to be a quiet drink.

emma:
Quiet drinks don’t end in a dress.

greg:
Tell me about it.

Wendy:
What’s this?

emma:
Your fiancé’s in drag.

wendy:
What?

greg:
Fat Kev and Ben put me in a dress.  From the PDSA.

WENDY:
I thought you were gonna have an early night.  You promised me...
greg:
What about you, then?  Thought you were doing the whole cocoa-then-bed bit as well.

wendy:
Rachel came round.  We went to Diamond Geezer’s.

greg:
That meat market!

emma:
We made sure she behaved.

wendy:
They put me in this ball and chain.  I’m getting a terrible rash.
greg:
Why don’t you take it off?

wendy:
It’s locked.  Rachel’s got the key.

emma:
And there’s a bit of hairclip in the padlock.

wendy:
Emma tried to pick the lock.

emma:
You told me to.

wendy:
I didn’t tell you to snap it off in there.

emma:
It wasn’t like I planned it.

greg:
What is it?  Ordinary padlock?

emma:
Pretty heavy-duty one.

greg:
That’s gonna have to be cut off.  I’ll borrow some tools.

wendy:
We shouldn’t be together.  Not before the wedding.

ben comes back with emma’s coffee.

ben:
Yeah – it’s bad enough that you have to be together afterwards.
greg:
Shut up.

ben:
Your coffee, Miss Hudson.

emma:
Thank you, Mr Fletcher.

wendy:
I’m on the verge of cancelling.

greg:
You’re not?

emma:
Things aren’t so bad.

wendy:
Hello!  It’s my wedding day.  It’s raining.  I’m stuck in a ball and chain.  My fiancé’s in a dress.  I’ve almost seen him.  Things couldn’t be worse.

greg:
Still time to get it all sorted.  We don’t have to be in church until two.

ben:
Right – Fat Kev’s.  Your place.  Queer Ted’s.  Moss Bros.  Stretch limo.  Ding-dong.  No problem.

silence.

greg:
That’s right.

wendy:
It is?

greg:
Yeah – everything’s organised.  It’s early.  What are we worried about?

ben:
We sit here.  Chill.  Eat breakfast.  Set ourselves up...

he eats some more sandwich.  wendy takes her spray.

wendy:
I’ve got a bad feeling...

emma:
You’re a born worrier, Wendy.  An hour ago you were totally uptight ’cause you thought we were never gonna get off that train – now look at us.

wendy:
I thought he was gonna have us arrested.

greg:
What’s this?

wendy:
We were on the train.  Emma was just gonna phone you, darling.  I told her not to.

emma:
It wasn’t as if there was a lot of choice.

greg:
I was out.

wendy:
Anyway, this bloke turns up – ticket inspector or something – and he goes off on one about it being completely against company policy for passengers to spend the night on rolling stock.
EMMA:
He was a real jobsworth.  (to ben.)  Can I have a bit of your sandwich?

ben:
I’ll get you one.

emma:
I only want a bit.

ben:
Help yourself.

emma takes some sandwich.

emma:
Mm – bacon.

wendy:
Eugh.  Yuck!  Were you having breakfast, Greg?

greg:
Um...

ben:
He was having a sandwich.

wendy:
Share some?

greg:
Er...

ben:
You hungry?

wendy:
Feeling a bit peckish – yeah.  Didn’t think I was but I am.

ben pushes greg’s sandwich carton towards her.

greg:
Don’t think there’s a lot left.

wendy:
I’m not that hungry.

ben:
Right behind you.

wendy feels for the box.

wendy:
What is it?

ben:
Vegetable substitute.

wendy:
Oh.

she takes the sandwich out of the container.

during the following, ben watches in fascination and greg steals horrified glances as wendy speaks, moving the sandwich to and from her mouth, but not biting into it.

Anyway – the train man – he’s, ‘I’m gonna have the law on you.  You can’t get away with this.’

emma:
So she turns on the waterworks.

wendy:
I was upset.

emma:
This is really moreish.

she helps herself to ben’s sandwich.

ben:
I’ll get you one.

emma:
It’s okay.

wendy:
‘It’s my wedding day.  Everything’s going wrong.  The flowers are coming at nine,’ I was going.

greg:
Are you sure you want that sandwich?  It’s cold.

wendy:
Are you looking at me?

greg:
I’m not looking.  I’m asking.  Don’t want you eating cold food.
wendy:
I don’t mind.

she looks set to bite into the sandwich.

greg:
So what did he do?  The train man?

wendy:
Well, he just...

emma:
Shuffling and mumbling.  ‘Never mind, love.’  Gave us a ride back and everything.  Typical bloke – can’t deal with emotion.
ben:
Oh, very touchy feely.

emma:
It’s true – you’re all repressed.

ben:
I’d be a lot more in touch with my inner child if you hadn’t eaten my sandwich.

emma:
Sorry – hungrier than I thought.

wendy:
Me too.

she takes a bite of the sandwich.  chews.  chokes.  spits it back into the carton.

Eugh!  Yuck!  It’s bacon!

ben:
Yeah.

wendy:
You said it was vegetable substitute.

ben:
It is.  It’s meat.

wendy drinks some of emma’s coffee, then sucks on her inhaler.

wendy:
Greg doesn’t eat meat.

greg:
No.

wendy:
So what were you doing eating this?

greg:
Ben made me.

ben:
Oh, cheers.

greg:
You did.

wendy:
What did he do?  Force it down your throat?

greg:
He told me it would make me feel better.

wendy:
How can filling yourself full of dead animal make you feel better?

ben:
Seems odd when you put it like that.

wendy:
I thought we were agreed that meat is murder?

GREG:
We were.  Are.

wendy:
So what are you doing eating a bacon sandwich?

greg:
The pig was dead, anyway.

wendy:
I feel sick.

greg:
They only had Mars bars.  I don’t want chocolate for breakfast.
ben:
Mr Muesli.

wendy:
How can I trust you if you go stuffing bacon sandwiches behind my back?
greg:
It was only this once.

wendy:
That’s not the point.

ben:
Yeah – I mean, it’s a slippery slope.  Next thing you know you’ve got a pork scratching habit.  Then you’re doing joints – lamb, beef, everything.  Finally you end up at a support group going, ‘My name’s Greg and I’m a carnivore.’
wendy:
I thought we were gonna be honest with each other.

GREG:
I had two, maybe three bites, that’s all.  I’ll go to the gents and sick it up if you like?  I’ve been puking all night – once more makes no odds.
wendy:
Is he looking at me?  I bet he is.  I bet he’s looking at me.
greg:
I’m not looking at you.

emma:
He isn’t.

wendy:
Maybe it’s fate.  I could never marry a meat-eater.

greg:
So what do you want to do?  Cancel the wedding ’cause of what I had for breakfast?

wendy:
I don’t feel I know you anymore.

ben:
Wendy – Greg.  Greg – Wendy.

wendy:
We’ve been living a lie.

greg:
It’s just a bacon sandwich.

wendy:
It isn’t just a bacon sandwich.  It’s a threat to our relationship.

greg:
Now you’re being silly.

ben:
Yeah – what’s a bacon sandwich between friends?

emma:
She’s got a point.

wendy:
Thank you.

emma:
I mean – they’re about to spend the rest of their lives together.  It’ll be, ‘You didn’t take the rubbish out.’  ‘Well, you didn’t get the milk in.’  ‘Well, you didn’t do the washing-up.’  Happily ever after.  Next to that a bacon sandwich looks pretty significant.

ben:
You think they should call it all off, then?

emma:
No.  I’m just saying that people break up over less.

ben:
I’ve never heard of a bacon sandwich being cited as co-respondent.

emma:
It’s the little things that blow marriages apart.  The day-to-day stuff.  Adultery can be forgiven.  Leaving the loo seat up can’t.

wendy:
What makes you such an expert?

emma:
I’ve shared a flat.

wendy:
I never left the loo seat up.  Why would I?

emma:
You’re always leaving your tights drying over the bath, though.  I have to move miles of nylon before I can get in.
wendy:
Well, you’re always putting stuff on my shelf in the fridge.

Emma:
It’s my fridge!

wendy:
Well, you can stuff your stupid fridge.

greg:
Is this really important right now?

emma:
It’s exactly my point – marriage is just a flat-share with sex.  Sooner or later you drive each other mental.

WENDY:
Well, if you’re so clever, why aren’t you with somebody, then?

ben:
I thought...

emma:
I’ve got a boyfriend.

ben:
Oh.

wendy:
No ring on your finger, though.

emma:
That’s not important to me.

wendy:
Course it’s not.

emma:
It isn’t.

greg:
(TO WENDY.)  Important to you, is it?  Getting married?

wendy:
Course.

greg:
You’re not acting like it.

wendy:
Well, what am I meant to do when I find my fiancé eating meat?

greg:
Pass the ketchup.

wendy stands up.

wendy:
That’s it – I’m leaving.  We’ve obviously got no future.  Come on, Emma.

emma:
We’re going nowhere.

wendy:
It’s my big day.

emma:
Not if the wedding’s off, it isn’t.  If the wedding’s off, it’s just half a wet weekend.

wendy:
I want to go.

emma:
Sit down.

wendy sits sulkily.  she takes some asthma spray.

How many guests have you got coming today?

wendy:
Hundred and seventy-five.

emma:
You want to let them all down ’cause of a spat over a bacon sandwich?

wendy:
But you said...

emma:
I know what I said.  It’s not gonna be easy, but that’s no reason to call the whole thing off.  Where would we be if everybody did that?

ben:
Single.

wendy:
It’s his fault.

emma:
‘Forgive and be forgiven’ – remember?  All that crap.

wendy:
It’s not crap.

emma:
Well, then.  You can’t let everyone down.  What about your mum?  Little Poppy and Amber?  They’d be gutted.  We’re all here for you.  You owe us.  I’m even letting Mike show me off.

wendy:
But what if we...

ben:
Mike? – that your boyfriend?

emma:
Yeah.

wendy:
What if we’re not compatible?

greg:
We’ve been compatible for eight years.

wendy:
Things have changed.

ben:
I see him as older.  BMW.  Fat wallet.  Am I right?

greg:
I ate meat before we got together – you knew that.

emma:
Wrong – same age.  Mondeo.  Not sure about the size of his wallet.  He’s got a nice flat, though.

wendy:
I thought you’d changed.

ben:
You’ve been to his flat.

greg:
I have.

emma:
Course I have.

wency:
Yeah – it shows.

ben:
What does he do, then?

greg:
This was just a one-off.

emma:
He’s in computers.

ben:
In what kind of bizarre alternative reality does Miss Hudson go out with a computer geek.

emma:
In this one.

ben:
There is no God.

greg:
That’s just typical of you, isn’t it?  My wedding’s in jeopardy and all you can do is think of yourself.

ben:
Well – what am I meant to do?

greg:
I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for you.

wendy:
What are you doing here?

greg:
Ask him.

wendy:
Well?

ben:
Having breakfast.

wendy:
Usually come here mornings, do you?

ben:
Course not.

wendy:
Why today, then?

ben:
It was on the way back from the Bridewell.

wendy:
Police station?

ben:
Yeah – got arrested last night, didn’t we?  Drunk and disorderly.  He treated plod to a used biryani.

wendy:
Eh?

greg:
I threw up over the arresting officer.

ben:
It’s all right, though.  We got off with a caution.

wendy:
Just can’t be trusted, can you?

greg:
It’s his fault.  He spiked my drinks.

wendy:
Oh, yeah – all his fault, isn’t it?  You get arrested – it’s his fault.  You start eating meat again – it’s his fault.  Our wedding day’s a disaster – it’s his fault.  Well, it can’t all be his fault.  You can’t be trusted.

she tries to take some asthma spray but her inhaler is empty.  she tosses it into greg’s sandwich box.

a hiatus.

ben:
Wendy?

wendy:
What?

ben:
Will you marry me?

wendy:
I’m calling a taxi.  (SHE TAKES OUT HER MOBILE PHONE.)

EMMA:
Don’t be like this.

wendy:
My wedding day’s a disaster.  What am I meant to be like?

greg:
You can start by taking a bloody good look at yourself.

wendy:
Are you looking at me?

greg:
Yes – I’m looking at you.  The wedding’s off – I’m looking at you.  And I don’t like what I’m looking at.  You don’t even try to trust me.  I’m sick of your total lack of faith.  I eat a bit of a bacon sandwich and you won’t believe it’s a one-off.  You have to go and ask a fortune-teller if we can get married.

WENDY:
Clairvoyant.

greg:
I don’t give a shit!

ben:
Watch it, mate!  You’re in danger of becoming assertive.

GREG:
Shut up.

emma:
Look – I think we should all just calm down and...

wendy:
Oh, don’t you start, Miss Know-It-All Yo-Yo-Knickers.  You’re not some sort of marriage guidance counsellor just ’cause you slept with fifteen and a half blokes.

emma:
(MORTIFIED.)  Wendy!

ben:
Fifteen?  And a half?

emma:
Don’t even go there.

wendy:
And that was just at university.

emma:
Thanks a lot.

wendy:
Not too choosy, our Emma.

ben:
That’s crap.

wendy:
It isn’t.  She told me.

emma:
What about you, then?  Shagging random blokes in sheds?

wendy:
Only the once – it’s not like I make a habit of it.

greg:
What’s this?  What are you saying?

wendy:
It...  It was ages ago.  Years.

greg:
What was?  When?

wendy:
Well, it...  It was when we were in the sixth form.  At a party.  I went with somebody in a shed.

ben:
Garden shed?

wendy:
Yeah.

greg:
Who was it?

wendy:
I dunno.  I had too many rum and blacks.  Rachel set it up.  Bloody Rachel.

ben:
You can rip up your L-plate, then.

greg:
But you told me the first time we...  You said it was your first time.

WENDY:
It was.

greg:
But if you went with someone at a...

ben:
Tilt!

emma:
God – I didn’t realise you meant you...

wendy:
We’d only been going out a while.  Six, seven weeks.

ben:
What was it?  The seven-week itch?

greg:
You keep out of this.

wendy:
Yeah, stop poking your nose in.

ben:
Who’s poking?

emma:
Leave it.  It’s over.

wendy:
It was only the once.

greg:
Oh, that’s all right, then.  Just the once.  And there’s me thinking you cheated on me.

emma:
Well, it’s not like you’ve never got drunk and done something you regret later, is it?  I mean – look at you.

wendy:
Yeah – eating a bacon sandwich.

greg:
Hardly in the same league, is it?

ben:
It’s a whole different ball game.

greg:
That’s right.  Think I’ll have another sandwich now, actually.  Got a taste for ’em.  Get me one, Ben.

ben:
Okay.

emma:
Stirrer.

wendy:
Eat another bacon sandwich and I’ll...  I’ll...

greg:
What?  Shag another stranger?

emma:
That’s not fair.  It was once.  Nothing.  A long time ago.  A mistake.  Get over it.

wendy:
Yeah.  It’s not like I’m a...  I’m a...

ben:
Bike?

wendy:
Who are you calling a bike?

ben:
Well, you did it in a shed...

wendy:
(TO GREG.)  You just gonna sit there while I’m insulted?

a beat, then greg shoves ben.

greg:
Take it back.

ben:
I only said...

greg:
Take it back.

ben:
Or what?

greg lunges at ben.  ben dodges, but then confronts him.

Come on, then.  This time I’m hitting back.

emma:
Children...

wendy:
Go on – hit him!  Smash him in the face!

emma:
Grow up.

greg:
I should’ve given you a bloody good hiding before.

wendy:
Did you give him that black eye?

greg:
Yeah.

wendy:
Good one.

ben:
And where did that get us?

greg:
It made me feel better.  A lot.

ben:
You’d feel even better if you got yourself sorted.  I’m meant to be the immature one out of us.  And you’re acting like a three-year-old.  You and her.

wendy:
You don’t have to take that from him.

emma:
He’s got a point.

wendy:
Whose side are you on?

emma:
It’s not about sides.

ben:
That’s right.  Will you two look at yourselves?  You’re getting married.  That’s pretty serious stuff.  Scary.  And what are you doing?  Bickering about bacon sandwiches.
emma:
Silly superstitions.

ben:
Stuff that happened at school.  It’s bullshit.  Baby stuff.  You’re the best chance either of you is gonna get.  The only chance.  You should grab it while it’s still hot.  And if you’re too stupid to see that – well, I’m sorry for you.  Wake up and smell the sump oil.

emma:
That’s right.  Totally true.

wendy gets up and gathers her things together.

wendy:
Come on, Greg.  We’re leaving.  I’m not staying here to be insulted.

greg:
I...

wendy:
Help me with this thing.  (THE BALL AND CHAIN.)  We’ll get a taxi.  Call in at Rachel’s to get the key.

greg:
All right.

greg goes meekly to pick up the ball and chain.

WENDY:
Some friends you turned out to be.

ben:
Sorry we didn’t match up.

emma:
See you at the wedding?

wendy:
You’d better be there.  Where are we gonna find a chief bridesmaid and best man at this short notice?

ben:
See you in church, then.

wendy:
Just don’t you talk to me – understand?  Don’t you dare!  Come on, Greg.

greg and wendy make their way out, greg staggering under the weight of the ball and chain.

emma:
Well, Mr Fletcher.

ben:
Well, Miss Hudson?

emma:
There’s more to you than meets the eye.

ben:
Thanks.

emma:
I thought we were looking at a cancellation.

ben:
Couldn’t have that.

emma:
No.

ben:
I’m best man.  It would’ve been down to me to stand up in front of a hundred and seventy-five friends and relatives and say, ‘Sorry, folks – the whole thing’s off.’  I’d rather help Greg through a messy divorce than put myself through that.

emma:
There’s less to you than I thought.

ben:
I’m deeply shallow.

emma:
That’s reassuring.

ben:
Those two should be married, anyway.  They’re the type.

emma:
Is there a type?

ben:
I think so.  Not me, though.

emma:
Scared of commitment?

ben:
No, I’m not scared of commitment.  I just wouldn’t want to marry anyone who’d marry me.

emma:
Why not?

ben:
I’d always be wishing she was...  Someone else.  What about your computer geek?  What’s he like?

emma:
He’s a pussycat.

ben:
Serious?

emma:
I don’t need a pussycat.

ben:
Woof, woof.

emma:
I don’t need a dog, either.

ben:
Mates?

emma:
Mates.

ben puts out his hand.  emma shakes it.

ben:
This could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.  Bacon sandwich?

emma:
Love one.

ben goes to get the sandwiches leaving emma alone at the table – smiling.

lights fade.

wedding album photographs or scenes from a wedding video flash up on a screen.  cheesy set pieces:

greg and ben in tails shake hands outside church.

wendy arrives at the church in a limousine.

a heavily meringued and made-up wendy shows off her bouquet next to emma in a twee bridesmaid’s dress.

wendy and greg sign the register.

a bridal party shot in the church doorway.

wendy and greg arms entwined with champagne glasses.

wendy and greg cut the cake.

wendy throws her bouquet.

finally, wendy shows her garter, also revealing her ankle still shackled to the ball and chain.
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Upstairs on a double-decker bus.  An evening in winter.
STELLA fidgets nervously in her seat.  STUART has passed out in his, dead drunk.  Both passengers rock gently with the motion of the bus.
JOHNNY comes upstairs carrying a shotgun.  He patrols the top deck for a few tense moments.
STELLA:
That’s a gun.
JOHNNY:
You talk, then?
STELLA:
I…
JOHNNY:
You haven’t said a word since we left Bristol.  Cat got your tongue?
STELLA:
I didn’t want to…
JOHNNY:
Funny expression that.
STELLA:
Sorry?
JOHNNY:
‘Cat got your tongue’ – funny expression.
STELLA:
Yes – I suppose it is.
JOHNNY:
I mean, why would the cat have it?
STELLA:
Mm.
JOHNNY:
Why not the dog or gerbil?
STELLA:
I don’t know.
JOHNNY:
Why should cats be saddled with a reputation for stealing tongues?
STELLA:
It’s a mystery.
JOHNNY:
It’s an over and under.
STELLA:
Sorry?
JOHNNY:
Kind of shotgun it is.  So called because it has one barrel over and one under.  It’s a family heirloom.
STELLA:
Is it loaded?
JOHNNY:
Over and under.
STELLA:
I’ve got about ten pounds.
JOHNNY:
What?
STELLA:
Ten pounds.  You can have it.
JOHNNY:
I don’t want your money.
STELLA:
Well, why..?
JOHNNY:
I’ll tell you when we get there.
STELLA:
Where are we going?
JOHNNY:
We thought Weston would be nice.  Unusual choice for the time of year, I know.  But the lights are a bonus.  We did a recce.  Picked out a spot on the front.  Sea view.
STELLA:
Oh.
JOHNNY:
Hope the weather holds.
STUART’s mobile phone rings.  It plays Jingle Bells.
JOHNNY:
Dead festive that, isn’t it?
STELLA:
Mm…
JOHNNY:
Excuse me.
He finds the phone in STUART’s jacket pocket and answers it.
JOHNNY:
Hello?  Sorry, he can’t come to the phone right now.  Can I take a message?  Yes, I know it’s his mobile.  I’m, uh…  A friend.  It might be some time – he’s not very…  awake at the moment.  Drinking?  Most probably.  Yes.  Yes, I’ll tell him.
He turns the phone off carefully and replaces it in STUART’s pocket.
JOHNNY:
Sorry about that.  Didn’t like to let it ring.
STELLA:
It’s okay.
JOHNNY:
He’s in hot water.
STELLA:
Oh?
JOHNNY:
Boiling.  Meant to be away for the holidays.
STELLA:
Right.
JOHNNY:
Mini-break or something.  Don’t think he’s really in a fit state, anyway.
STELLA:
No.
JOHNNY:
Did you have any plans?  For the holidays?  When I say ‘holidays’ I mean Christmas.  That’s what they call it in the States – ‘holidays’.  It’s fairer really.  I mean, you might not be from a Judeo-Christian background.  (BEAT.)  Well, Christian, actually.  There’s me going, ‘Got any plans for Christmas?’  And there’s you not recognising it as a major religious festival.  But it’s a holiday for everyone, isn’t it?
STELLA:
Um…  I’m working.
JOHNNY:
Really?  What a shame.  You’ll be glad you came with us, then.  Well, I hope you will be.  We’ve got such plans.
STELLA:
‘Plans’?
JOHNNY:
All will be revealed.  What work would have taken you away from the festivities?
STELLA:
I’m a nurse.
She unfastens her overcoat revealing her uniform.
JOHNNY:
Oh dear – I didn’t notice.  It…  It puts a different complexion on things.
STELLA:
It does?
JOHNNY:
Of course – can’t have you deserting your duties – especially in the holidays.  Just because I’ve got a gun doesn’t mean I’ve lost all sense of proportion.
STELLA:
Won’t…  Won’t go off will it?
JOHNNY:
Not unless I pull the trigger.  Bit tricky this, actually.  Where do you work?
STELLA:
Frenchay.
JOHNNY:
We could put you on a train.  Weston station.  Would that be all right?
STELLA:
Maybe.
JOHNNY:
Only thing is…  You know now, don’t you?  About our plans?
STELLA:
I don’t.  You haven’t told me.
JOHNNY:
Well, I haven’t gone into detail.  But you know we hijacked a bus.  Had it driven to Weston.  That’s the basics.  The edited highlights.  You’ve got enough to give the police.
STELLA:
I won’t tell them.
JOHNNY:
Oh, I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.  It’s the right thing to do – with you being a nurse and everything.  But you see my dilemma?  Don’t want to take you away from work, but can’t let you go.  It’s a thorny one…  Maybe our friend here will allow us to borrow his mobile phone..?
STELLA:
I’ve got one.
She takes out her phone.
JOHNNY:
Excellent.  Know your work number?
STELLA:
It’s programmed.
JOHNNY:
Okay – so what you do is give them a call, tell them you’re sick.  ’Flu or something.  There’s a lot of it about.
STELLA:
All right.
She dials.
JOHNNY:
Wait!
STELLA hangs up hastily.
STELLA:
Sorry.
JOHNNY:
It’s all right.  I just thought – can’t have you calling while we’re on the move.  They’ll hear the engine.  Think you’re bunking off.  We’re there now, anyway.
The hiss and squeal of hydraulic brakes as the bus pulls up and parks.
Nice spot, don’t you think?
STELLA:
It’s a bit dark.
JOHNNY:
On a clear day you can see Wales.
STELLA:
Really?
JOHNNY:
Have to make do with the Christmas lights tonight, though.
STELLA:
It’s ages since I’ve been to Weston.
JOHNNY:
I love it.
The lights inside the bus flicker as the engine is stopped.
You can make that call now.
STELLA:
Oh right.
She presses buttons on her phone.
JOHNNY:
You realise that if you try and sound the alarm I’ll have to shoot you.  I mean, I don’t want to.  But I’m a hijacker – it goes with the territory.
STELLA:
I…  I understand.
CAROLE comes upstairs followed by DEE.  DEE is carrying a large holdall.
JOHNNY:
Ah, come in, come in, join the party.
CAROLE:
(TO STELLA.)  You all right, love?
STELLA nods.
So what’s this all about, lads?
JOHNNY:
Please bear with us just a few moments longer.  All will become clear.  (TO DEE.)  Five – not much of a party, is it?  Why didn’t you tell me the others were jumping out the emergency exit?
DEE:
Not my fault.
JOHNNY:
I told you to watch them.
DEE takes out a Rubik’s cube and twists it anxiously. 
STELLA:
Um…  Should I call the hospital?
CAROLE:
Is someone hurt?
JOHNNY:
No, no.  She’s a nurse.  I’m letting her phone in sick – seems like the right thing to do.
STELLA:
So I’m calling?
JOHNNY:
Yes, yes.  Make it convincing, though.  Not a peep out of anyone else!
STELLA makes the call.
STELLA:
(HEAVY COLD.)  Hello – Moira?  It’s Stella.  Sorry, but I can’t come in tonight.  Got the ’flu.  Really bad.  Yeah, I know it’s Christmas.  Can’t help it – I feel terrible.  Wouldn’t want any of the patients to get it.  Not on top of…  You know I wanted to work.  Put my name down.  Sorry.  Got to go now.  Back to bed.  I feel really…  Sorry.  Sorry.  ’Bye.
She turns the phone off.
JOHNNY:
All sorted?
STELLA:
Sister’s not happy.
JOHNNY:
Oh dear.  Well, I expect she’ll let you off when she finds out.
CAROLE:
I’m due at the depot soon.
JOHNNY:
The depot’s gonna have to do without you.
CAROLE:
You can take all the cash in the clip.  I’m not arguing.  There’s more ’cause of last-minute shopping.
JOHNNY:
Why does everything have to be about money?  The trimmings, Dee.
DEE dives into his holdall and takes out Christmas decorations – paper chains, lanterns, tinsel.
Soon have this place feeling a bit more festive.  (TO CAROLE.)  Would you mind helping my friend with the trimmings, please?
CAROLE:
What’s going on?
JOHNNY:
Let’s get these up, then I’ll explain.
DEE gives CAROLE a lump of Blu-Tak and together they hang Christmas decorations all around the top deck.
CAROLE:
I was running on time.  Today of all days!  I’m never on time.  Never.  Doesn’t matter what I do – start bang on, start early…
DEE:
‘Bath bus station, seventeen-sixteen.  Kelston Road, Oldfield School, seventeen-twenty-eight.’
CAROLE:
There’s always a delay – traffic, road works.  Passengers giving me gyp – I mean, it’s not like I like being late…
DEE:
‘Times shown at these points are approximate and are for guidance only.’
CAROLE:
Too right.  Anyway, I’m starting to think maybe it was Nigel Mansell sorted the timetable.  But today I’m hitting every stop on the dot…
DEE:
‘Bitton, White Hart, seventeen-thirty-eight.  Cherry Gardens, seventeen-forty.  Park Estate shops, seventeen-forty-seven.’
CAROLE:
That’s right.  Can’t believe it – Christmas Eve!  And what happens?  The bloody bus gets hijacked.  Couldn’t make it up, could you?
DEE:
‘Warmley, Station Road, seventeen-fifty-three.  Kingswood Shopping Centre, eighteen-oh-one.’
JOHNNY:
All right, Dee.
DEE:
‘Staple Hill, Portcullis, eighteen-oh-seven.  Downend, Horseshoe, eighteen-eleven.’
JOHNNY:
Dee!
DEE:
(MUTTERS.)  ‘Frenchay, Begbrook Park, eighteen-twenty.’
He takes a small, artificial Christmas tree from his bag and unfolds it. 
STELLA:
Shall…  Shall I help?  With the decorations?
JOHNNY:
Please do.  Everyone joining in – that’s the thing.  What I like to see.
STELLA helps DEE hang baubles on the tree.  JOHNNY admires the others’ work.
JOHNNY:
Decking the halls with boughs of holly.
DEE:
Haven’t got holly, John.
JOHNNY:
It’s an expression, Dee.
DEE:
It’s wrong, John.
CAROLE:
So what’s the score, boys?  How comes we’re decking my double-decker with whatever?
JOHNNY:
Some music first, I think.  To complete the ambience.
DEE takes a portable stereo cassette recorder from the holdall followed by several tapes.
We’ve a selection of tapes.  Abba.  Roy Orbison.  Queen.  Take your pick.  Nothing Christmassy, I’m afraid.  Dee here works in Woolies – he’s had I Wish It Could Be Christmas Every Day every day since October.  He’s up to here with John and Yoko.  Bing Crosby-ed to the back teeth.  Drowning in Greg Lake.  And don’t even mention Sir Cliff.
DEE:
Mistletoe and Wine, John.
JOHNNY:
So take your pick.  Some non-festive, festive mood music.  Any preferences?
DEE:
Abba’s my favourite.
JOHNNY:
Ladies?
CAROLE:
If he wants Abba…
JOHNNY:
(TO STELLA.)  Any objections?
STELLA:
Yeah – Abba.  Fine.
DEE:
I’ve got Phil Collins.
JOHNNY:
I think it’s Abba, Dee.
DEE:
And Elvis.
JOHNNY:
It’s Abba, Dee.
DEE:
I’m not gonna not play Abba am I, John?
JOHNNY:
Well, don’t not play it, then.  Put it on.
DEE:
You’re not the boss of me.
DEE plays the tape quietly.
JOHNNY:
Right, good – now we’re set.  I’ll make the introductions.  My name’s Johnny.  This is Dee.  And we cordially invite you to spend…
DEE:
We what invite them, John?
JOHNNY:
‘Cordially’.
DEE:
Eh?
JOHNNY:
Well, what do you think it means?
DEE:
I dunno.  ‘Cordial’ – that’s like orange squash.  Ribena.
JOHNNY:
Oh yeah – I Ribena you to my party.  We Vimto you to our wedding.  I Robinson’s Barley Water you for Christmas.  Makes a lot of sense, doesn’t it?
DEE:
You said it, John.
JOHNNY:
It means ‘politely’.
DEE:
Why don’t you just say ‘politely’, then?
JOHNNY:
Because…  Okay, okay – my name’s Johnny.  This is Dee.  And we politely invite you to spend Christmas with us.
Silence.
Well – what do you think?
CAROLE:
You make it sound like we have a choice.
JOHNNY:
You do.
CAROLE:
So we can choose not to spend Christmas with you?
JOHNNY:
It’s an option.  But I’d prefer not to have to resort to violence.  It’s not very seasonal.
CAROLE:
Well, what can we say?
JOHNNY:
How about, ‘We’d love to spend Christmas with you’?
CAROLE:
All right – I’m playing.  Love to.
JOHNNY:
Excellent.  (TO STELLA.)  What about you?
STELLA:
Me too.  Love to.
JOHNNY:
Well, that’s super.  So now you know who we are, who are you?  Let’s get acquainted.
CAROLE:
I’m Carole.
JOHNNY:
How very suitable.
CAROLE:
I was born at Christmastime.  Very literal-minded, my mother.  Take my sister – June.  It’s spelled with an e, though – c, a, r, o, l, e.  My dad insisted.  Made all the difference, he said.
JOHNNY:
Well, quite.  And our friend, the nurse?
STELLA:
Stella.
JOHNNY:
A pleasure, Stella.  It’ll be a while before we can make ourselves known to our compadre here.  (STUART.)  A little too much Christmas spirit, I fear.  He’s a sad indictment of society’s misconception that one must consume quantities of alcohol before one may enjoy oneself.
DEE:
He’s Stuart Miles, John.
JOHNNY:
Stuart..?
DEE:
‘Who are you calling “Stu-pot”, retard?’
JOHNNY:
From school?
DEE nods.  He twists his Rubik’s cube anxiously.
Well, well – I wasn’t expecting a school reunion.  Is it really him?
DEE:
It’s him, John.  He’s older.
JOHNNY:
But none the wiser it seems.
CAROLE:
His mates put him on.  Dregs of an office party.  Said they’d look after him.
JOHNNY:
Well, we’re delighted he’s able to join us.  Alcoholically challenged or not.
DEE:
Stu-pot…
JOHNNY:
Some refreshment I think.  While I’m against drinking to excess, I’m not entirely opposed to the cup that cheers as well as intoxicates.  Dee.
DEE:
John?
JOHNNY:
The drinks.
DEE:
Oh.
He takes a bottle of sweet cider, a bottle of Malibu and a stack of plastic glasses from the holdall.
JOHNNY:
As you see, we’ve a selection.  Two of our most favourite tipples.  What’s your poison, Carole?
CAROLE:
I’m driving.
JOHNNY:
Not tonight you’re not.  Consider yourself off duty.  Charge your glass.
CAROLE:
Cider, then.
JOHNNY:
One cider coming up.
DEE pours a glass of cider for CAROLE.
CAROLE:
Cheers.
JOHNNY:
And Stella?
STELLA:
I’ll have the same.
JOHNNY:
Don’t be afraid to crack the Malibu.  Plenty of it.
STELLA:
Cider’s fine.  Thank you.
DEE pours her a drink and one for himself.
JOHNNY:
I’d love to join you, but won’t.  It would be irresponsible.  Guns, booze and my medication don’t mix.
DEE:
Tizer, John.
He opens a can and hands it to JOHNNY.
JOHNNY:
Excellent.  So now that we all have drinks – a toast.  Happy Christmas!
ALL:
(RAISING THEIR GLASSES.)  Happy Christmas!
CAROLE:
So what you got in mind for us, John?  For Christmas?
JOHNNY:
Very simple really.  We do all the usual things – right here on the bus.
CAROLE:
Christmas on the bus?
JOHNNY:
It’s gonna be great.  We’ve got crackers and everything.
DEE takes out a box of Christmas crackers.
We had to draw the line at turkey with all the trimmings, I’m afraid.  But we’ve got tortillas and dips.  Cold meats.  Cheese.  Nuts.  Dates.  Pickles.  A seasonal smorgasbord.  And we thought maybe we could send out for something.  We’re in the chip shop capital of the West, after all.
DEE:
Cracker, Stella?
STELLA:
Thank you.
She takes one.
CAROLE:
Why are you doing this?
JOHNNY:
We’re spreading a little yuletide cheer.  And grabbing some for ourselves.  Christmas is meant to be a joyous occasion.  Peace on Earth.  Goodwill to all men.  And we reckon that includes us.
DEE:
Cracker, Carole?
CAROLE:
Ta.  So you’re stealing Christmas from us?
JOHNNY:
‘Stealing’’s a strong word.  Pull your cracker?
CAROLE:
Okay.
She pulls her cracker with JOHNNY.
JOHNNY:
Well – what did you get?
CAROLE:
The usual.
JOHNNY:
Read out your motto, then.
CAROLE:
‘What do you call a woman who puts all her bills on the fire?  Bernadette.’
JOHNNY:
Not exactly a rib-tickler.
CAROLE:
Are they ever?
DEE:
Pull a cracker, Stella?
STELLA and DEE pull a cracker.  STELLA takes out her motto.
STELLA:
‘What’s brown and sticky?  A stick.’
JOHNNY:
Yes…  Maybe we’ll forgo the cracker jokes.  Everyone has to wear their hat, though.  Get in party mood.  Cracker, Dee?
DEE:
Right, John.
JOHNNY and DEE pull crackers for themselves and put on the paper hats.  CAROLE and STELLA don theirs.
JOHNNY:
This is the stuff.  One big, happy family.  Mustn’t leave Stu-pot out, Dee.  Just because he’s only with us in body.
DEE holds a cracker out to STUART.  When he gets no response he pulls the cracker himself and arranges the paper crown on STUART’s head.
Good, good.  Now things are really starting to look like Christmas.
DEE:
It is Christmas, John.
JOHNNY:
Yes – and now it looks like it as well.
CAROLE:
So now what?
JOHNNY:
Quality Street?
DEE takes a box of the chocolates from his holdall and hands them around.
DEE:
‘All the fun of the share’.
JOHNNY:
We don’t want you to miss out on anything.  What do you usually do at Christmas, Carole?
CAROLE:
Eat too much.  Drink too much.  Watch It’s a Wonderful Life.  And listen to my daughters moan about their presents.
JOHNNY:
Are they hard to please?
CAROLE:
Very.  They’re teenagers.  Everything has to have a label.  Be the right brand.  I usually get the wrong one.  You don’t hear many ‘just-what-I-always-wanteds’ in our house.
JOHNNY:
The fickleness of youth.  We thought about getting presents for all of you, but couldn’t.  We didn’t know who was coming, see?  Sorry.  We’ll make it up to you somehow.  It isn’t just take, take, take with us, I promise.  So what about you, Stella?  What would you be doing?
STELLA:
Working.  Geriatrics.
JOHNNY:
If you weren’t working, then?
STELLA:
(SHRUGS.)  Home with my parents, I s’pose.
JOHNNY:
So we’re keeping you from the geriatrics and your parents?
STELLA:
They’ll survive.
CAROLE:
Haven’t you boys got better places to be than on a bus?
JOHNNY:
Well, there’s the rub you see, Carole.  We haven’t.  We’d both be sat in one of our respective bedsits.  Cider.  Malibu.  Trying to make the best of it.  Last year—
DEE:
Viking.  North Utsire.  South Utsire.
JOHNNY:
I was just gonna say…
DEE:
FORTIES.  CROMARTY.  FORTH.  TYNE.  DOGGER.
JOHNNY:
I’m only saying.  It wasn’t very nice.  Not much fun.  Is that all right?  Is that fair?
DEE:
Fisher.  German Bight.  Humber…
CAROLE:
I didn’t mean to…
JOHNNY:
It’s a raw nerve.  Suffice to say we’ve so not got better places to be, I’m prepared to dig out my granddad’s shotgun and see if I can’t hunt us down a happier Christmas.
CAROLE:
Not really on, though, is it?  Let’s be fair.  I mean – sorry to hear your Christmas isn’t all it might be.  But keeping us here at gunpoint – how’s that gonna help?
JOHNNY:
Sorry, Carole.  This is one you’re gonna have to trust us on.  How about a game?  Colonel Mustard with the lead pipe in the library and I hope I don’t land on Park Lane.  You can’t get more Christmassy than that.  What have you got, Dee?
DEE takes out a Twister set.
You’re joking.
DEE:
Twister, John.
JOHNNY:
Dee, we’re on a bus.
DEE:
It’s a good game.
JOHNNY:
Not on public transport.
DEE:
‘You’re sure to get in a twist’.
JOHNNY:
You need bags of room.  Why do you think there’s never been a ‘Travel Twister’?
DEE:
‘Ages six and up’.
JOHNNY:
Trivial Pursuit – yes.  Monopoly – okay.  Twister – no!
STUART’s mobile phone rings.  He wakes up and answers it.
STUART:
Hello?  Oh, hello, treacle.  Yeah – on my way back.  On a bus.  Bus – shit!  Dunno…
He takes in the Christmas decorations, CAROLE and STELLA in their paper crowns and JOHNNY brandishing the shotgun.
What the…  Gonna have to call you back, sweetheart.  There’s something well fucking trippy going down here.
He stuffs his phone back in his jacket and stands up.
What the fuck’s going on?
He notices that he is wearing a paper crown and snatches if off.
JOHNNY:
Hello, Stuart.
STUART:
Wha​​—?  How d’you know my name?
JOHNNY:
It’s me – Johnny.  John Damphers.  From school?
STUART:
School?
JOHNNY:
It’s been a while.
STUART:
John Damphers..?  Yeah…  Yeah – I remember.  You used to hang around with that backwards kid.  Whatshisname?  Always fiddling with a Rubik…
DEE:
Hello, Stu-pot.
STUART:
What the fuck’s going on?
DEE:
Swear box!
JOHNNY:
Yes – I think you should mind your language, Stuart.  We have guests.  Mixed company.
STUART:
Don’t you fucking tell me to…
JOHNNY levels the shotgun at STUART.
JOHNNY:
I mean it.
DEE:
Swear box.
STUART:
Is that thing real?
JOHNNY:
It is.
STUART:
Where d’you get it?
JOHNNY:
Granddad was a gamekeeper.
STUART:
What’s this all about?
JOHNNY:
Well, if you’d slow down.  Stop carrying on like a bull at a china shop…
STUART:
Where are we?
JOHNNY:
Weston seafront.
STUART:
Where?
JOHNNY:
Weston-super-Mare.  You know – donkeys.  Kiss me quick.  Candyfloss.  Bent novelists.
STUART:
That dump?
JOHNNY:
We like it.
CAROLE:
It’s all right in August.
STUART:
I’m spending Christmas in the country.
JOHNNY:
You’re spending it on the prom.
STUART:
What?
JOHNNY:
We’re cord…  politely inviting you to join us for the festivities.
STUART:
On the prom?
JOHNNY:
On the bus.
STUART:
You’re off your fucking head.
DEE:
Swear box.
JOHNNY:
I asked you nicely.
STUART:
Get lost.
JOHNNY:
I could have just said, ‘Spend Christmas with us or I’ll blow your head off.’  But I didn’t.  I said, ‘Kindly join us for Christmas.’  Did you notice?
STUART:
All right – no, thank you.  Is that nice enough for you?
JOHNNY:
Refusal frequently causes offence.  Please reconsider.
STUART:
No.  Thank.  You.  Which part of that don’t you understand?
JOHNNY:
Spend Christmas with us or I’ll blow your fucking head off.  Which part of that don’t you understand?
DEE:
Swear box, John.
JOHNNY:
Sorry, Dee.
CAROLE:
I’d play along if I was you, mate.
STUART:
It’s probably not even loaded.
JOHNNY:
You think not?
STUART:
Nah.
JOHNNY:
You’re perfectly right.  I could be bluffing.  There’s an outside chance you’d be left with all your brains in your cranium.  Might be loaded.  Might not be.  Fifty-fifty.  So what you have to do is ask yourself, ‘Do I feel lucky?’  (BEAT.)  Well, do you, punk?
STUART considers.  He takes out his wallet.
STUART:
All right – how much?
JOHNNY:
Well, that’s three out of three.  One hundred per cent.
STUART:
What?
JOHNNY:
You’ve all offered me money now.  You and…  Oh, how very remiss of me.  I haven’t introduced the others.  Let’s see – Dee you know.  And this is Carole with an e.  She’s our driver.  Carole – Stuart.
CAROLE:
Merry Christmas.
JOHNNY:
And this is Stella the nurse.  She joins us from geriatrics.  Stella – Stuart.
STELLA:
Hello.
STUART:
Charmed, I’m sure.  Now look, I’ve got about two hundred here.  It’s on your hip.  Cash.
JOHNNY:
What a sad, cynical world we live in.  I don’t want your cash, Stuart.  I want your company.  Not for life.  Just for Christmas.
STUART:
You look like you could use a few quid.  Not exactly Savile Row, are you?
JOHNNY:
Clothes can’t be a priority.  I’m between jobs at present.  I’m in a job club, though.  Free stamps.
CAROLE:
How long?
JOHNNY:
Let’s see…  Um…  Six years.
CAROLE:
Terrible thing, unemployment.  My old man’s been out of work about the same time.  My clean driving licence is all that’s between us and the bailiffs.
JOHNNY:
It’s hard for me to find the right position.  I’ve an affliction.
STUART:
What are you?  Work shy?
JOHNNY:
No, I’m epileptic.
DEE:
Blacks out.  Starts twitching.
STUART:
‘Epileptic’!
DEE:
Blacks out.  Starts twitching.
STELLA:
I…  I had a friend who was epileptic.  Nothing until she was twenty-two.  Then it came on suddenly.  While she was assisting in theatre.  She had to give up nursing.
JOHNNY:
Well, she would.
CAROLE:
Guess it rules out driving buses as well.
JOHNNY:
It rules out most things.  That’s why it’s so hard.
STELLA:
Do…  Do you know what brings your attacks on?
JOHNNY:
Flashing lights – even sunlight through trees.  Or telly.  And dairy products.
CAROLE:
So a cheese sandwich in a disco would knock you flat?
DEE:
Blacks out.  Starts twitching.
JOHNNY:
I think everyone’s clear on my symptoms, Dee.
STUART:
Nerrr…  Tilt!  Is it just me that finds this a little bit worrying?  The bloke who’s pointing a gun at us could black out any second.  Start twitching.
JOHNNY:
No, no.  I’m on medication.  Haven’t had a fit for months.  We’re nowhere near a disco.  I’m not about to start stuffing Gorgonzola.  And if I get the slightest whiff of an attack, I’ll give the gun to Dee.  You’re perfectly safe.
DEE:
I’ll have the gun, John – yeah.
STUART:
Well, that makes me feel a whole lot better.  Really.
He takes out a packet of cigarettes and puts one in his mouth.
DEE:
No smoking.
JOHNNY:
That’s right.  There’s no smoking on the bus.  There are signs.
STUART:
You’re telling me I can’t smoke?
JOHNNY:
Not me – it’s bus company policy.
STUART:
And hijacking a bus isn’t against company policy?
JOHNNY:
There are no notices.
DEE:
‘Passengers must not: One – stand forward of this notice; Two – speak to the driver without good cause or distract his attention while vehicle is in motion; Three – leave luggage, pushchairs or shopping trolleys in any gangway.  Public Passenger Vehicle Act 1981.’  ‘Please give up these seats if elderly or disabled persons require them.’  ‘Mind your head when leaving your seat.’  ‘Wait until the bus stops.’  ‘In case of emergency break glass.’  ‘Push once.’  ‘No smoking.’  ‘Have a nice day.’
JOHNNY:
Nope – nothing there about not hijacking the bus.
STUART:
It goes without saying.
JOHNNY:
I’d say ‘no smoking’ goes without saying, but there are stickers on every window.
STUART:
(TO CAROL AND STELLA.)  Would either of you mind if I smoked a cigarette?
CAROLE:
Okay by me.
STELLA:
Fine.
STUART:
There – neither of your other ‘guests’ minds if I smoke.
He takes out his lighter.
JOHNNY:
You know, Stuart, they say that every cigarette takes about five minutes off your life.  Light that one and it’s gonna take thirty-five years off yours.
He aims the gun at STUART’s head.
STUART:
Look, I’m really stressed here.  I need a cigarette.
JOHNNY:
I know what it’s like.  Dee and myself gave up last December.  
DEE:
Roll-ups.
JOHNNY:
Our New Year’s resolution.  We’re no longer addicted to the evil weed.
STUART:
Nothing worse than ex-smokers.
JOHNNY:
Look on this as your chance to kick the habit.  Forget patches, hypnotism and chewing gum – this is the kill or cure.
STUART puts his cigarettes away.
STUART:
Merry fuckin’ Christmas.
DEE:
Swear box.
JOHNNY:
That’s better.  Can we offer you a drink?  We have cider.  Or Malibu.
STUART:
Great choice.
JOHNNY:
Which would you prefer?
STUART:
Don’t bother.
JOHNNY:
I insist.
STUART:
Oh, give me some cider, then.
JOHNNY:
Please.
STUART:
Please.
JOHNNY:
Pour our friend a drink, please, Dee.
DEE:
Not my friend.
DEE pours STUART some cider.
STUART:
Ta.
DEE sits next to STELLA.  He twists his Rubik’s cube.
What am I doing here, anyway?  I don’t do buses.  I’ve got a Beemer.
CAROLE:
Your mates put you on.  You were paralytic.
STUART:
Bastards.
STELLA:
I…  I don’t think I’ve met a ‘Dee’ before.
DEE:
‘Dee’ for ‘David’.
STUART:
So how long you gonna keep us here?
JOHNNY:
Only until Boxing Day.  You won’t miss all of your mini-break.
STUART:
How do you know about that?
JOHNNY:
I had a brief conversation with your lady friend while you were sleeping.
STUART:
My soon-to-be-ex lady friend thanks to you.
JOHNNY:
She did seem rather perturbed. 
DEE:
Do you want to see my girlfriend?
STELLA:
Okay.
DEE shows STELLA a photograph.
STUART:
She’s got her heart set on Christmas in the country.  Long walks.  Roaring fires.
JOHNNY:
Idyllic.
STELLA:
She’s, um…  She’s very young.
DEE:
Same age.
CAROLE:
Can I see?
DEE shows her the photograph.
STUART:
It’s not my idea of idyllic.  Stack of Bond movies.  Crate of lager.  That’s me.
CAROLE:
This is your girlfriend?
DEE:
Girlfriend – yeah.
STELLA:
She looks…  really nice.
CAROLE:
She can’t be more than twelve, thirteen.
DEE:
Same age.
CAROLE:
She’s in school uniform.
STUART:
Let’s have a look.
DEE hides the photograph.
You showed them!
JOHNNY:
I should explain – the photo’s old, so it’s young.  Dee’s had it years.  Had it reprinted recently – it was getting a bit dog-eared.
DEE:
Digitally enhanced.
STELLA:
What’s her name?
DEE:
Trudy Fisher.
STUART:
Well, there’s another blast from the past.  Trudy Fisher, eh?  Last I heard she’d got three kids off three blokes.  All different colours.  And another on the way.  A one-woman population explosion.
DEE:
Gonna get married.
STUART:
You might be in with a chance, mate.
JOHNNY:
So – your lady friend – she’s not Mrs Miles?
STUART:
Nah – lovely girl, Stacey.  Gorgeous.  All my mates are green.  But she’s too high maintenance.  Wants wining and dining.  Chocolates and flowers.  Gucci and Cartier.  Costs me a fortune.  I don’t need it.  I mean I can afford it – I just don’t need it.  Gonna chuck her after New Year’s, anyway.  Didn’t wanna be on me own for Christmas.  Even if I do have to spend it in some fucking hotel.
DEE:
Swear box.
JOHNNY:
Fickle things – women.
STUART:
Oh, like you’d know.
JOHNNY:
What do you mean?
STUART:
Well, look at you.  Sorry looking bastard.  I bet you haven’t even done it.
JOHNNY:
That’s where you’re wrong.  I’ve more than…  troubled the scorer.  He really had his work cut out with me and Esther.
DEE:
Better off without her.
STUART:
What was she?  Blind?
JOHNNY:
Twenty-twenty vision.
STUART:
She must’ve been gone in the head, then.
JOHNNY:
University educated – like me.
STUART:
You went to university?
JOHNNY:
I did.  Same one as Esther.  When she left we made a pact.  I’d get into college and we’d live together.  So I did an Access course – English.  Shakespeare.  Chaucer.  Conrad.
DEE:
End of the Tether.
CAROLE:
I was thinking of doing an Access course – another string to the driving licence…
JOHNNY:
It was hard work, but I got in.  University of Berkshire.  Me and Esther spent a long year apart – we couldn’t afford visits – so I was expecting a very warm reunion when I showed up at uni in September.
DEE:
Better off without her.
JOHNNY:
I found her flat and she showed me to the sofa.  One of those fold-out jobs.  She said I could sleep on it ’til I got my own place.  Well, I was a bit taken aback – to say the least.  I’d been to night school for her!  I thought she’d welcome me with—
STUART:
Open legs.
JOHNNY:
I wouldn’t have put it that crudely, but…  yeah, actually.
DEE:
Better off without her.
STUART:
So what made her realise she was onto a loser with you?
JOHNNY:
Angela Shepherd.  She came in while Esther was demonstrating the sofa.  ‘Johnny, this is Angie, my partner,’ she said.  Turns out that while I was sweating over Shakespeare, Esther was deciding to be a lesbian.
CAROLE:
That’s really…
STUART:
(CRACKING UP.)  Funny.
DEE:
Not funny.
CAROLE:
Don’t be tight.
STUART:
Sorry, mate, but it is.  I mean, she’d rather be a dyke than be with you…
JOHNNY:
I suppose I might think it was amusing if it hadn’t happened to me.  So you see, I know all about the fickleness of the fair sex.
CAROLE:
We’re not all like that.  Keep trying.  You’ll find someone.
STUART:
I wouldn’t count on it.  Not much of a catch, is he?  No life.  No mates – except the retard.  No job.
JOHNNY:
So what employment allows you to lead such a lavish lifestyle?
STUART:
I’m in computers.
JOHNNY:
What are you?  A dot com millionaire?
STUART:
No such thing, mate.
JOHNNY:
You’re always hearing about them.
STUART:
Twenty-first century myth.  I mean, there might have been a few in the early days before the stock market got hip to the fact that there’s no cash in the ’net.  (BEAT.)  Except in porno – people are always gonna pay to see pictures of other people in the buff.  Otherwise it’s all a bit iffy financially.  Blue pics not blue chips.
JOHNNY:
That reminds me – we were gonna send out for a take-away.  Anyone hungry?  Stella?  Carole?
CAROLE:
Maybe later.
STELLA:
I’m okay.
STUART:
I could do with a bite.  Haven’t eaten since breakfast.  Liquid lunch.
JOHNNY:
What do you fancy?  Dee’ll go and get it.
DEE:
I won’t, John.
JOHNNY:
You said you would.
DEE:
Not for him, I won’t.
STUART:
Charming.
JOHNNY:
He’s our guest.
DEE:
Don’t care.
JOHNNY:
It’s Christmas.
DEE:
Not going, John.
STUART:
I’ll dial a pizza.
He takes out his mobile phone.
JOHNNY:
No you won’t.
STUART:
I’m hungry.
JOHNNY:
Can’t help that – you’re not calling for pizza.
STUART:
I’ll pay.  Got the readies.
JOHNNY:
It’s not about the money – we budgeted.  Where’s the pizza gonna be delivered?  Bus on the sea front?  Sounds just a little bit suspicious, doesn’t it?  Think it through.
He takes a jar from DEE’s holdall.
Have a pickled egg.
STUART:
I’m not that hungry.
JOHNNY:
Suit yourself.
He opens the jar and offers it around.  There are no takers.  JOHNNY takes an egg for himself and puts the jar away.
STELLA:
What..?  What if one of us needs the loo?
JOHNNY:
Do you?
STELLA:
No, it’s just…  I’m a nurse – I think of these things.
CAROLE:
I was wondering too.
JOHNNY:
Well, we thought of it as well.  We’re not inhuman.  When one of you needs it – whistle.
STUART’s mobile phone rings.  He answers.
STUART:
Stace – listen.  Look – give me two seconds.  Word in edgeways – yeah?  Seriously.  I was on my way home.  The bus was hijacked.  Yeah – fucking hijacked!  Straight up.  No joke of lie, treaks.
JOHNNY levels the shotgun at him.
It isn’t one of my pathetic excuses.  There’s a nutter pointing a gun at me right now.
JOHNNY:
Give me the phone, Stuart.
STUART:
Yeah, I’ve been drinking.  It’s Christmas Eve.  Course I want to go.  Booked the room, haven’t I?
JOHNNY:
GIVE ME THE FUCKING PHONE!
DEE:
Swear box.
JOHNNY snatches the phone from STUART.
JOHNNY:
(INTO THE PHONE.)  Thank you for calling.
He puts the phone on the floor and unloads a barrel into it.  STELLA screams.
(CONNERY’S BOND.)  The future’s bright.
STUART:
You shot my phone!
JOHNNY:
Ups the ante a bit, doesn’t it?
STUART:
You shot my phone.
JOHNNY:
It certainly blows a big hole in your ‘that gun’s not loaded’ theory.
STUART examines his blasted mobile, distraught.
STUART:
It was a WAP.
JOHNNY:
You’re better off without it.  Is everyone really so sad, scared, lonely and pathetic they can’t bear to be out of touch even for a moment?  You can’t go anywhere these days without one of the wretched things beeping and trilling at you.  I was passing a pleasant afternoon on a park bench recently and someone nearby had one.  It completely shattered my peace.  They’re everywhere.
CAROLE:
They’re always going off on the bus.  Puts you off your driving.
STELLA:
(SLIGHTLY HYSTERICAL.)  I…  I found one in a patient once.  It…  It was when I worked in a and e.  There were always blokes reporting with foreign objects.  We’d have a good giggle about it in triage.  I’ve heard some really unbelievable excuses – ‘I always decorate naked so I won’t get paint on my clothes.  I fell backwards off a ladder and that’s how I got this bicycle pump up me.’  But the bloke with the mobile was saying nothing.  We got the story out of his wife after the Vaseline enema.  He kept the phone set to vibrate.  He liked to put it in and go, ‘Gi’s a bell, darlin’.’
Everyone stares at her.
It’s true.
JOHNNY:
Well, thank you for that charming insight into nursing life, Stella.
STUART:
She’s definitely gonna chuck me now.  She won’t’ve liked being cut off like that.
DEE:
Better off without her.
JOHNNY:
You were going to chuck her, anyway.
STUART:
Yeah – but I don’t want her chucking me first.  Secret of success with women – always be the chucker, never the chucked.
JOHNNY:
How very insightful.
STUART:
One good thing’s come out of it, though – you’ve only got one barrel left now.  There’s three of us.  You can’t shoot us all.
CAROLE:
He can still shoot one of us.
STUART:
Yeah, but the odds have shortened.
JOHNNY:
Allow me to clarify.  It’s true that I’ve discharged one barrel of my shotgun, so I now have only one barrel remaining.  But –and let me make this absolutely clear – if you try to escape, I’ll shoot you, Stuart.  If Carole tries to rush me, I’ll shoot you, Stuart.  If Stella makes a break, I’ll shoot you, Stuart.  If anyone around here’s getting shot, it’s you, Stuart.  You’re it.  Because, you see, Stuart, I don’t like you very much.  Christmas not withstanding.
STUART:
Bastard.
STELLA:
Um…  I think I do need the loo now, actually.
JOHNNY:
Are you sure?
STELLA:
Positive.
JOHNNY:
Very well.  To the right of the bus you will observe a public lavatory.  We picked this spot especially for the convenience of the conveniences.  How long do you need?
STELLA:
Pardon?
JOHNNY:
To…  make your ablutions.  How long?
STELLA:
I don’t know.
CAROLE:
What is this?  Time and motion?
JOHNNY:
Five minutes?
STELLA:
Should be enough.
JOHNNY:
Call it ten – give you a bit of leeway.  Do you have a watch?
STELLA:
Yes.
She shows him the one fastened to her uniform.
JOHNNY:
Of course you have.  Dee – stopwatch?
DEE pushes buttons on his wristwatch.
DEE:
Ready, John.
JOHNNY:
All right – so this is how it works.  When you’re ready, Stella, Dee will start the stopwatch.  You’ve got ten minutes.  If you’re not back within that time – I’ll shoot Stuart.
STUART:
What?
JOHNNY:
(TO STELLA.)  His life is in your hands.  I’m sure that, as a nurse, you’re accustomed to this kind of pressure.  It shouldn’t be a problem.
STELLA:
I…  I don’t know if I…
STUART:
Now hang on a minute…
JOHNNY:
It may seem a tad Draconian, but it’s the best we could come up with.  We realised we’d lose all our guests to the conveniences otherwise.
STUART:
You can’t shoot me if she doesn’t come back.
JOHNNY:
Why not, pray tell?
STUART:
I don’t even know her.
JOHNNY:
There are times in life when you have to depend upon the kindness of strangers.  This is one of them.
STUART:
How do I know she is gonna come back?
JOHNNY:
You don’t.  Exciting, isn’t it?
STELLA:
I promise I’ll come back.  Quick as I can.  I really need to go.
JOHNNY:
Off you go, then.
STUART:
No!
JOHNNY:
If you try to stop her I’ll shoot you anyway.  Don’t make me do it.  It’s not a pleasant sight.
STUART:
How would you know?
JOHNNY:
Because I found my father.
DEE:
Fisher.  German Bight.  Humber.  Thames.
JOHNNY:
All right, Dee.  Stuart’s gonna stop fussing.  Stella’s gonna go.  We’re all gonna have ourselves a merry little Christmas.
STELLA:
I’m going?
JOHNNY:
Don’t dilly-dally.  Oh, and when you get back on board, ring the bell.  So we know you’re not an impostor.
STELLA:
Okay.
She hurries out.  DEE stares at his watch.
STUART:
I’m not happy about this.
JOHNNY:
That’s perfectly reasonable.
DEE:
Ten seconds.
STUART:
I need to pee now.
JOHNNY:
We can’t let you go.  Who would we shoot?
STUART:
That’s not fair.  I’m bursting.
JOHNNY:
You’ll just have to go out of the window.
STUART:
What?
DEE:
Twenty seconds.
JOHNNY:
Climb up on the seat and go out of the window.
STUART:
I can’t do that.
JOHNNY:
Why not?  Got the equipment, haven’t you?
STUART:
Course.
JOHNNY:
Wait until Stella comes back, though.  We don’t want any mishaps.
DEE:
Thirty seconds.
JOHNNY:
All right, Dee.  Just tell me when it’s time to shoot him.
DEE:
Check. 
STUART:
Fuck!
DEE:
Swear box.
JOHNNY:
Expletives are perfectly understandable in the circumstances.
STUART:
There’s no way she’s coming back.
JOHNNY:
How do you know?
STUART:
Well, I wouldn’t.
JOHNNY:
You really shouldn’t judge others by your own standards.
STUART:
Well, forgive me.  I tend to let my standards slip when someone’s about to shoot me.
JOHNNY:
I sympathise.  But there’s no call for you to lose faith in human nature.  Especially at Christmas.
CAROLE:
What happened with your dad, then?  You said you—
DEE:
Rockall.  Malin.  Hebrides.  Bailey.
CAROLE:
You don’t have to say if you don’t want to.
JOHNNY:
I don’t mind – it upsets Dee, though.
DEE:
But first – Sailing By.
JOHNNY:
You see, my father…  He shot himself.
DEE:
BBC Radio Four.
JOHNNY:
Christmas Eve.
DEE:
And now The Archers.
JOHNNY:
In the old air raid shelter in our garden.
DEE:
At Home Farm Brian has a bone to pick with Debbie.
JOHNNY:
With this very gun.
DEE:
My name is Nicholas Parsons.
JOHNNY:
I found him.
DEE:
And as the Minute Waltz fades away…
JOHNNY:
I was five years old.
DEE:
It’s time to meet this week’s four talented and exciting players.
CAROLE:
I’m sorry to hear that.
JOHNNY:
One has one’s crosses.
CAROLE:
That explains why you’re not so keen on Christmas.
JOHNNY:
Well, it’s part of the reason.
STUART:
It doesn’t give you the right to keep us here.  Threaten to shoot us.
JOHNNY:
I’m only threatening you, Stuart.
STUART:
Threatening me, then.  Hey, look, I’m sorry your dad topped himself.  Very sad and all that.  You must’ve been gutted.  But we’ve all got our own shit to carry.  I mean, bad stuff’s happened to me, but you don’t catch me taking hostages.
JOHNNY:
Well, you’re obviously a very well-rounded individual.  It’ll be a pity to have to shoot you.  How long now, Dee?
DEE:
Six minutes, forty-eight seconds.
STUART:
She’s not coming back.
JOHNNY:
She only just left.  And she’s a nurse.  She’ll be paying close attention to hygiene.
CAROLE:
Not if she’s like the nurses I know, she won’t.  They might be all hospital corners and Dettol at work, but it’s all to pot when they’re home.  Friend of mine, Maureen, worked in the BRI.  This is back, early eighties.  State of her flat!  Made me shudder to go in there.  She kept cats, pair of ’em.  Had the run of the place.  All over her furniture.  Work surfaces.  It’s a wonder she never went down with nothing.
JOHNNY:
Well, you’ve shattered my illusions.
CAROLE:
Wonder what sort of state those loos are in?
JOHNNY:
They’re quite acceptable.  Dee and I were down here with a mop and bucket yesterday evening.  We made sure everything was ship shape.  Toilet roll.  Hand towels.  Squirty soap.
CAROLE:
That’s reassuring.
STUART:
Yeah – it makes me feel loads better.
JOHNNY:
What can we do to take your mind off your imminent death?  I know – charades.
STUART:
Jesus Christ.
JOHNNY:
We could’ve had a nice board game.  But Dee brought Twister.
DEE:
Twister’s good.
JOHNNY:
We’ve been through this, Dee.  You go first, Stuart.
STUART:
What?
JOHNNY:
Is it a film, book or play?
STUART:
I’m not playing.
JOHNNY:
Why not?
STUART:
Well, first off, ’cause it’s a stupid idea.  And second ’cause just when you think you’ve hit bottom and your life can’t get any worse, some moron goes, ‘I know – let’s have a game of charades.’
JOHNNY:
It’s a Christmassy kind of thing to do.  Right up there with Santa, snowballs and chestnuts roasted on an open fire.
STUART:
When did you ever roast chestnuts?
JOHNNY:
Never – but that doesn’t stop it being traditional.
DEE:
Pickled walnut, John?
He takes a jar from the holdall.
JOHNNY:
Not just now, thanks.  That egg’s sitting a bit heavy.  Anyone else?
CAROLE:
I’ll pass.
JOHNNY:
Stuart?
STUART gives him a withering look.
No takers, Dee.
DEE puts the walnuts away.
What about a game of ‘Just a Minute’, then?  We’ve got about enough time to squeeze a round in.
STUART:
What?
JOHNNY:
‘Just a Minute’ – you must’ve heard of it.  You have to speak on a certain subject for a minute without hesitation, deviation or repetition.  It’s a lot more interesting than charades.
STUART:
Include me out.
JOHNNY:
Not really entering into the spirit of things, are we?
CAROLE:
I’ll give it a go.
JOHNNY:
Oh, well done.  Excellent.  Right – what’s the subject on the card?
DEE:
What card, John?
JOHNNY:
Okay, we haven’t actually got a card.  But we have to have a subject.  What’ll it be?  Any suggestions?
STUART:
Why don’t you just fuck off?
DEE:
Swear box.
STUART:
If he says that one more time…
JOHNNY:
You’ll what?
CAROLE:
Hey, let’s play the game.
JOHNNY:
All right.  Let’s see…  I know!  The subject on the card is ‘angels’.  That’s Christmassy.  And Stuart’s gonna be one soon.  (BEAT.)  God willing.
STUART:
Ha ha.
JOHNNY:
Can you keep time, Dee?
DEE:
Three minutes, five seconds.
JOHNNY:
I mean for the game.  As well as for…  The other.  Time a minute?
DEE:
Roger.
JOHNNY:
When I say, ‘Starting from now,’ then?
DEE:
Check.
JOHNNY:
Good.  Okay, Carole, you have one minute on the subject of ‘angels’, starting from…  now!
CAROLE:
Right – angels.  Um…
JOHNNY:
Nerrr…  Now strictly speaking that’s hesitation.  But I feel it’s a little churlish to stop you so early in the game.  Before you got into the swing of things.  And with you being so co-operative and everything.  So I’m going to give you another chance.  Ready with the timer, Dee?
DEE:
Two minutes, thirty seconds.
JOHNNY:
Better crack on, then.  All right, Carole, one minute on ‘angels’, starting from now.
CAROLE:
‘While shepherds watched their flocks by night,  All seated on the ground, The angel of the Lord came down, And glory shone around.’  Used to sing that in school.  ’Cept we used to sing, ‘Washed their socks by night,’ course.  Used to think it was a real giggle.  Miss Hermitage would throw a fit.  The only other song I know about angels is that one by Annie Lennox.  (SINGS.)  ‘La na na na, na na na, nah…’
The bus bell rings.  Everyone jumps.
Another angel’s got his wings.
JOHNNY:
And we’re not going to be adding to the heavenly host – not for the time being, anyway.  Looks like Stella’s back, Stuart.
STUART:
Stupid mare.
STELLA hurries in from the stairwell.
STELLA:
Is..?  Is everything..?
JOHNNY:
You’re just in the nick of time.  It’s a relief, I can tell you.
STELLA:
I’m relieved.
JOHNNY:
Well, that was the general idea.
STELLA:
No, I…  I mean I’m glad you didn’t…
STUART:
What d’you come back for?
STELLA:
He…  He was gonna…
STUART:
Yeah, but that was my problem.
STELLA:
I couldn’t let you…
STUART:
You wouldn’t have seen me for dust.
JOHNNY:
Well, Stella’s obviously more trustworthy than you are, isn’t she?  Do you still need the loo?
STUART:
Yeah.
JOHNNY:
The window’s at your disposal.
STUART:
What?
JOHNNY:
We won’t peek.
STUART:
Forget it.
JOHNNY:
Honest.
STUART:
Fuck off.
DEE:
Swear box.
STUART goes for DEE.  JOHNNY tames him with the gun.  A hiatus.
JOHNNY:
You should try having more faith in people.
STUART:
Never trust anybody.  It’s a good rule and I stick to it.
JOHNNY:
That’s very sad.
STUART:
Doesn’t pay to trust people in my line of work.
JOHNNY:
You’re some kind of computer nerd.
STUART:
I’m not the nerd around here, pal.
JOHNNY:
Or do I mean ‘geek’?
STUART:
‘Geek’’s okay – yeah.
JOHNNY:
And why does this prevent you trusting people?
STUART:
I’m in ICT security.  I build firewalls.  Make sure wireless LANs are screened.  Stop servers getting hacked to pieces.  Swat viruses.  Wipe out worms.  Eliminate electronic espionage.
JOHNNY:
Are we supposed to pretend we understood any of that?
STELLA:
I…  I’ve heard of computer viruses.  You do, don’t you?
STUART:
What about ‘You’re Gorgeous’?  You must’ve heard of that?
JOHNNY:
‘You’re…’?
STUART:
Email virus.
JOHNNY:
I’m afraid I’ve yet to join the digital revolution.
STUART:
But you’re aware that there’s such a thing as email?  People sending messages through their computers?
JOHNNY:
Of course.
STUART:
Right – and that’s how the ‘You’re Gorgeous’ virus was transmitted.  Piss simple bit of code – eight year old could’ve written it.  Probably did.  But the really clever bit is ‘You’re Gorgeous’.
JOHNNY:
I never knew you cared.
STUART:
Am I telling you this, or what?
JOHNNY:
You’re telling us.
STUART:
Let me tell you, then.
JOHNNY:
We’re all ears.
STUART:
‘You’re Gorgeous’ is what shows up in the inbox, yeah?  Where people see what messages they’ve got?  It’s the title of the carrier email.  The one with the virus.
JOHNNY:
Its title.
STUART:
That’s right.  So a hundred thousand straphangers hit their desks one morning.  Open up their email.  And they’ve got a message saying, ‘You’re gorgeous’ – so what do they do?
JOHNNY:
Enlighten us.
STUART:
Obvious, isn’t it?  They open that baby up.  First time since forever – if ever – anyone’s told them they’re gorgeous – they can’t wait!  So – two clicks it’s open.  Two more and they’ve wiped their hard drive.  All because they thought somebody fancied them.  Pathetic.
JOHNNY:
Well, I’m not sure I understood all of that…
CAROLE:
You and me both.
JOHNNY:
But it sounds very cruel.  Preying on people’s insecurities.
STUART:
That’s the brilliant thing about it.  It doesn’t just fuck with your PC, it fucks with your head.
DEE:
Swear box.  Swear box.
STUART:
I made a wedge out of ‘You’re Gorgeous’.  Sorting the electronic anarchy.  But it’s the sort of thing I deal with every day.  Any hacker worth his salt doesn’t just think digitally.  He thinks psychologically.  That’s why I don’t trust anybody.  Start trusting people and I’d be out of work.
JOHNNY:
Well, I’m sorry for you.
STUART:
Hey – you’re the one gets all his clothes at jumble sales.
JOHNNY:
At least I’ve kept my faith in human nature.
STUART:
And where’s that got you, eh?  Holding up a bus on Christmas Eve.  Get a life.
JOHNNY:
That’s what I’m trying to do.  (SIGHS.)  I have to admit things aren’t turning out exactly the way I hoped.
STUART:
Well, what did you expect?
JOHNNY:
I’d expected some initial resistance to the idea, it’s true.  It is a little unusual to invite a bus load of people to spend Christmas with you.
STUART:
‘Unusual’?
JOHNNY:
But I thought that after a while everybody would settle down, get used to the idea and start having a good time.
CAROLE:
You can’t force people to enjoy themselves.
JOHNNY:
Why not?  It’s Christmas.
STUART:
So what?
JOHNNY:
So it’s Christmas.  It’s special.
STUART:
Yeah – it’s a great excuse to get pissed and do someone you’ll regret later under the mistletoe.
JOHNNY:
That’s not the true meaning of Christmas.
STUART:
It’s what it means to me.
JOHNNY:
It’s not what Christmas really means, though, is it?  What Christmas is really all about.
STELLA:
STOP!
Everyone stares at her.
Sorry.  I…  It’s just that this has all been quite good fun up to now.  Bit scary sometimes.  But exciting.  Interesting.  I’m enjoying myself.  But if you’re gonna start going on about ‘The True Meaning of Christmas’, I…  Well, you’ll make me wish I hadn’t come back from the loo.  That I’d just let you shoot him.
STUART:
Oh, cheers, treacle.
STELLA:
No offence.
JOHNNY:
So what have you got against Christmas?
STELLA:
Nothing.  I just hate people going on about what it really means.  My parents are big Christians, yeah?  Evangelical.  I’ve had Matthew, Mark, Luke, John and ‘The True Meaning of Christmas’ rammed down my throat since I was a baby.  And it…  It gets on my wick.  Do you know what mum and dad are doing this year?  For Christmas?
JOHNNY:
What?
STELLA:
They’re having a hunger lunch.  Know what that is?  Soup and a roll.  No turkey.  No trimmings.  No wine.  No Christmas pud.  Just a bread roll and a bowl of minestrone.
JOHNNY:
Can’t they afford a proper Christmas dinner?
STELLA:
Oh, they can afford it.  And if they couldn’t, I’d pay.  They’re giving the money they would have spent on Christmas dinner to the church.  To help the poor.  The starving millions.  No presents, tree or decorations either.  The poor get the lot.  I’d rather go to work and wipe up geriatric wee than join in with that.
JOHNNY:
Well, it’s quite noble of them, really.  Very Bob Geldof.
STELLA:
No it’s not.  Who said, ‘The poor are always with us’?
JOHNNY:
Um…  Margaret Thatcher?
STELLA:
Jesus Christ.  He knew it was okay to have a good time sometimes.  But mum and dad…  They’ve sucked all the joy out of Christmas and turned it into something else to feel guilty about.  So don’t talk to me about what it really means.
STUART:
Right on, sister.
STELLA:
Oh, shut up.
JOHNNY:
I blame Charles Dickens.  I mean – all that ‘What a magnificent bird!’ stuff.  And ‘God bless us, every one!’  And ‘Have a happy Christmas or you’re gonna die cold and alone, and everybody’s gonna be glad.’  ‘Have a happy Christmas or Tiny Tim’s going to an early grave.’  What’s he like?  ‘Have a happy Christmas or the kid with the crutches gets it!’  What sort of mind is that?
CAROLE:
A sick one?
JOHNNY:
I wouldn’t go that far – but he really puts the pressure on.  You know how Christmas is great when you’re a kid?  The lights.  The tinsel.  The sweets.  The magic.
DEE:
I love Christmas, me.
JOHNNY:
And you grow up thinking it’s always gonna be that good.  But the older you get, the less good it gets.
DEE:
I love Christmas, me.
JOHNNY:
And it’s never as good as you think it’s gonna be.
CAROLE:
Just like life.
DEE:
I love Christmas, me.
JOHNNY:
So one day you wake up and half you life is gone.  You never amounted to much.  The women you loved never loved you.  It’s Christmas and you can’t face another one.  So you go to the cupboard and take out your granddad’s old shotgun…
DEE:
Humber.  Thames.  Dover.  Plymouth.
JOHNNY:
Oh, for Christ’s…  It’s Lundy, Dee.  Out there.  After the mud.  Lundy.  Then Fastnet.  And – if you keep going – Irish Sea.  I looked it up.
DEE:
Lundy.  Fastnet.  Irish Sea.
JOHNNY:
That’s right.  And this is my story.  I’m telling it.  If you don’t like it – do the other thing.  Don’t try to stop me with the shipping forecast.
DEE:
Love Christmas, me.
He twists his Rubik cube frantically.
JOHNNY:
So you take out your granddad’s shotgun.  The one he shot himself with.
STUART:
Thought you said it was your dad shot himself?
JOHNNY:
My father and my grandfather.  We Damphers have been shooting ourselves with this shotgun for generations.  So it feels sort of like destiny.  A birthright.  You take out the shotgun.  Slip the cartridge in the breech.  Put the muzzle in your mouth.  And dare yourself to pull the trigger.  You’re one twitch of the finger away from the true meaning of peace on earth.
CAROLE:
Poor lad.
STUART:
So what stopped you?
JOHNNY:
Dee came round.
DEE:
Love Christmas, me.
JOHNNY:
Saved my life.  I told him what happened.  He told me the shipping forecast.  We ate pizza and watched the Bond movie.  But this Christmas…  This Christmas was gonna be the one that was as good as we expected it to be.  No ‘bahs’ or ‘humbugs’.
A police siren wails outside and the top deck of the bus is filled with flashing blue light.
Nobody move!
CAROLE:
It’s the police.
JOHNNY:
How did they..?
He shields his eyes from the fuzz lights.
STELLA:
I called them on my mobile from the loo.
JOHNNY:
I trusted…
He slumps into a seat.
I’m going, Dee.  Take the gun.
DEE grabs the shotgun and JOHNNY slides onto the floor where he twitches in the throes of a fit.
STUART:
That’s it – I’m leaving.
DEE thrusts the gun at him.
DEE:
‘The best part of you ran down your father’s leg.’
STUART:
What?
DEE:
‘When you were born they kept the afterbirth and threw the baby away.’
STUART:
What are you—?
DEE:
‘You didn’t get a birth certificate, you got an apology from Durex.’
STUART:
Now look…
DEE:
‘You thought you had a pubic hair until you pissed through it.’  Swear box.
STUART:
Get out my…
DEE:
‘Moron’!  ‘Retard’!  ‘Lame brain’!  ‘Fuckwit’!
STUART makes a move, DEE pulls the trigger.  There’s no sound from the gun, but STUART recoils as if shot.  He lies in a seat clutching his stomach.
STUART:
I’m hit!
STELLA:
Help me get him into the recovery position.
CAROLE:
Right.
STELLA:
Hello, Johnny?  Can you hear me?  Johnny?
She and CAROLE arrange JOHNNY in the recovery position in the aisle.  This is difficult because he keeps twitching out of it.  DEE looks on, bemused.
Got to make sure he doesn’t swallow his tongue.
STUART:
What about me?
STELLA:
You won’t swallow your tongue.  You’re talking.
STUART:
I’m hit.
STELLA:
No you’re not.  The gun didn’t go off.
DEE:
Didn’t go off.
STUART examines himself.
STELLA:
What happens when he has a fit?
DEE:
Blacks out.  Starts twitching.
STELLA:
Yeah – but how long does it last?  When does it go away?
DEE:
Blacks out.  Starts twitching.
CAROLE:
He said he didn’t get on with flashing lights.
STELLA:
That’s right.
DEE:
Blacks out.  Starts twitching.
STELLA:
Can you get them to turn them off?
CAROLE:
Okay.
STUART:
I’m pressing charges.
He makes for the stairwell.  DEE stands in his way.
Out the way, retard.
He shoves DEE aside and leaves.  CAROLE goes to a window and calls through it.
CAROLE:
Hello.  My name is Carole Pearson.  I am the driver of this bus.  Please do not shoot.  All of the hostages are safe.  Repeat – all of the hostages are safe.  Please switch off your blue flashing light things.  We have an epileptic on board.  Thank you for your co-operation.  Have a happy Christmas.  Goodbye.
The police lights are turned off gradually.
Was that all right?
STELLA:
Fine.
CAROLE:
I hate talking in front of people.
STELLA:
You did okay.  He’s coming to.
JOHNNY:
The lights…
DEE:
John?
STELLA:
They’re turning them off.  Are you okay?
JOHNNY:
I suffered a seizure.
STELLA:
It was the lights.  Do you have any pain?
JOHNNY:
It might have been the pickled egg…  The gun?
DEE:
Didn’t go off, John.  Pulled the trigger – didn’t go off.
JOHNNY:
It wasn’t loaded.
CAROLE:
It was before.  You shot the phone.
JOHNNY:
That was the last cartridge.  The one with my name on it.  I’m saved.
STELLA:
Do you have your medication?
JOHNNY:
I’ve already taken it.
CAROLE:
The police are coming.
JOHNNY:
At least we won’t be alone next Christmas.  We’ll be guests of Her Majesty.
CAROLE:
Not necessarily.
JOHNNY:
Armed hijack.  That’s got to carry a custodial sentence.
CAROLE:
I’ll vouch for you.  It’s Christmas.
STELLA:
Me too.
JOHNNY:
You’re very kind.  Happy Christmas.
STELLA:
Happy Christmas.
CAROLE:
Yeah – Happy Christmas.
JOHNNY:
Happy Christmas, Dee.
DEE:
Happy Christmas, John.
BLACKOUT.
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� See Appignanesi and Zarate (1999:149)
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� Appignanesi and Zarate (1999:81) stress that the use of the word ‘phallic’ here is somewhat misleading because the phase is not a specifically male phenomenon.


� In Freud’s terms, the oral stage of psychosexual development.


� The standard and Penguin editions of Freud’s works used here translate ‘fantasy’ as the archaic ‘phantasy’.


� The Penguin Freud Library volume containing ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’ (Freud (1990:137)) notes that this refers to the Viennese dramatist Ludwig Anzengruber (1839-89).


� This quotation spans the first six pages of The Missing Piece, but the pages are not numbered.


� Lacan (2002:335).


� The published script suggests an earlier black and white newsreel (Beaufoy (1997:3)).


� This is the first occasion on which I have attempted to fully articulate the theme and premise of Christmas with Johnny and Dee, and do not feel that the version of the script in the accompanying portfolio fully realises my stated intentions.  I hope, however, that the above analysis might prove useful in composing future drafts of the play.
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