Act 1. Sc.1.

Lights up. A small set, off stage on stage left suggests a living room. Someone is sat in a comfortable armchair, concealed behind a large newspaper. Little can be seen of them. A coffee table sits on a rug in front of them. 

John 

(Offstage) I still don’t know what I’m going to choose!

Anna

(Offstage) What for?

John

(Offstage) For my options stupid.   

John and Anna enter. They are brother and sister. She is a little younger than him. They are carrying school bags and are in school uniform,  clearly having just arrived home from school.

John

I’ve got to have the form back by Friday and I’ve still got no idea!

Anna

Well you should see my homework – it’s impossible!

John
Come on Anna – this is way more important than homework. If I don’t make the right choices then I might not be able to do the right A levels

Anna

A levels? You’re choosing your GCSEs.

John
But you have to do the right GCSEs so you can choose the right A levels later on.

Anna

So what are the right A levels?

John
The ones that you need to do the job you want to do or take the right degree so then you can do the job you want to do! 

Anna
So the question is not what GCSEs do you want to do but what job do you want to do!

John

That’s it . My entire future depends on what I put on this form!

Anna

So what job do you want to do?

John

(Pregnant pause) I’ve absolutely no idea!

Anna

None at all?

John
Anna, I’m thirteen. I’ve only just given up on the idea of being the first person to land on Mars and have a number one single at the same time!

Anna

Just as well with your voice. What do Mum and Dad say?

John
Mum says I should keep my options open – I don’t even know what that means! – and Dad doesn’t say anything.

Anna

As usual


There is a cough from behind the newspaper and the paper is rustled slightly.

John & Anna
  Oh! Hi Dad!


The newspaper is shuffled a little more and then settles down.

John 

So what about your homework?

Anna
It’s ridiculous! I’ve got to explain the meaning of this daft poem called Jabberwocky. None of it makes sense! I mean what on earth is a Bandersnatch and what makes one frumious? I can’t even pronounce half of it.

Mr Jones
(From behind the paper) Should have asked Humpty Dumpty then.

With the paper still held aloft, John and Anna look at each other astonished – they seldom hear from their father when he is reading!

Anna

Dad? Are you OK?

Mr Jones
Alice thought Humpty Dumpty could work out what the poem meant – 


He lowers the newspaper at last.

Anna

What’s Humpty Dumpty got to do with it?

Mr Jones
The book – Alice through the Looking Glass – that’s where the poem’s from. Alice takes it to Humpty to work it out. But even he didn’t know all the answers!

Anna

Oh!

Mr Jones
But I do! (He raises the newspaper again)
Anna
Oh dad! (She gets up and pulls the newspaper down) Come on tell me. I haven’t got a clue.

Mr Jones
It’s quite a long story

Anna

That’s all right.

Mr Jones
Very well. Oh and John I think it might help you too.

John

Oh Dad, not one of your stories! I haven’t got time!

Mr Jones
I thought you just said you had to make one of the most important decisions of your life.

John

Well …

Anna

Oh go on John – it feels like years since Dad told us one of his stories.

Mr Jones
I think it might actually be years!

John

All right then. I’ll give it a go.


They settle themselves at their Father’s feet.

Mr Jones
(Setting the paper aside) Ready?

John & Anna
Ready

Mr Jones
Well, it is the story of a young man by the name of Ned. A young man who finds that he has a lot to prove, both to others and himself. It is a story of hopes and fears; of love and greed; of friendship and hideous monsters. It is a story that begins at Ned's home one day shortly before dinner!

Lights down on the living room set and up on stage revealing a rustic table and chairs. Father strides in. He has the appearance of a barbarian warrior, dressed in a mixture of leather and fur. He simply oozes confidence in his movement,  speech and manner. He is casually carrying a barbell in one hand in the same way that an office worker might carry a briefcase.

Father     
(Calling) Hello everyone! It's your Dragon-slayer home for his dinner. Ned! Ned, come here! I've got a present for you. (He puts the barbell behind the table.)
(Mother enters. She is clearly rather fussy in her habits and appears to be somewhat more refined than her husband.)

Mother     
Hello dear. (Kisses him – more out of duty than affection - on the cheek) Edmund isn't home yet I'm afraid. I do hope that he's all right. You know what those ruffians from the village are like; anything could have happened to him!

Father
Now then, don't be silly; he's only a little late after all.

Mother     
Just the same I'll be happier when he's home, safe and sound. (As an after thought)  His trousers were clean on today.

Father     
Honestly you fuss far too much over that lad. It doesn't matter if he gets a little dirty every now and then.

Mother      
I like him to look respectable. (Eyeing her husband's rough appearance) There's nothing wrong with looking clean and tidy. 

Father      
Hmmmm. (He sits at the table and tucks a napkin into his shirt. He is plainly expecting to be fed.) Where's my dinner then?

Mother      
  It won't be long. You're home early.

Father
No I'm not. I checked the sundial as I came in; I'm exactly on time.

Mother     
The sun dial... Yes that reminds me. Will you do something about those horrible  toves that keep spinning round it. They're at it all day and they're getting on my nerves.

Father
They don't do any harm.

Mother      
But they are annoying and they make the garden look untidy! 

Father      
What about my dinner? Why is it late?

Mother      
If you must know Maude dropped in to discuss next week's Earthenware party and ... Well one thing led to another and I just lost track of time that's all.

Father 
You know that I like to have my dinner on time. I need to keep -my strength up - just in case! 

Mother
Ohhh ... And how was work?

Father
(A little embarrassed) Err ... quiet ... Peaceful.

Mother
Nothing out of the ordinary then?

Father
How do you mean?
Mother
Well, no dragons for instance?

Father

No ... No dragons.

Mother
We haven't actually had a dragon for... oooh, the last fifteen years have we? Do correct me if I'm wrong.

Father

No, but then again...

Mother
In fact we've only had the one dragon in the last two hundred and fifteen years.

Father

(Squirming) Ah yes, but... 

Mother
And even then it was only a small dragon. 

Father
Look, are you getting at something?

Mother
I just think that it's about time you got yourself a proper job, that's all.

Father

I've got a proper job!

Mother

'The Official Village Dragon Slayer'! It's ridiculous. 

Father

There's a lot of responsibility involved. 

Mother

But there are no dragons!

Father

That's beside the point. If ever there was one - it would be up to me to deal with it.

Mother
And what's supposed to happen in a few more years’ time? You're not getting any younger you know.

Father

Well that's where Ned comes in. It’s an hereditary post; he will be the Dragon Slayer after me.

Mother
He will not.

Father
(Ignoring her.) Of course we'll have to beef him up a bit first. You have to be tough to kill dragons.

Mother      
Edmund will do no such thing. I won't have a son of mine doing anything so preposterous!

Father
Oh? And what will you have a 'son of yours' doing?

Mother      
Something much more compatible with his nature; he's a sensitive and delicate child. His future lies with his brains - not brawn. I feel that he would make a good poet.

Father     
(Explosively) What!

Mother      
Or perhaps a minstrel. He would mix with such a better class of person at court.

Father      
My son, a versemonger! Over my dead body. Imagine what the neighbours would say. I wouldn't be able to show my face in the tavern again.

Mother
Well what a blessing that would be!

Father     
(Ignoring the comment.) If it wasn't for your pampering and molly–coddling, Ned wouldn't be so sensitive and delicate. The way you fuss over him all the time you'll turn him into a right sissy!

Mother      
Simply because I want him to appreciate some of the finer things in life and to learn some refinement I don't think that I'm being fussy.

Father     
'The finer things of life'! What good will that  do him? He needs to be strong and manly I tell you - not some feeble poet.

Mother     
And what sort of shining example are you? Well let me tell you... (There is the sound of a heavy door opening and closing.)

Father
Shhhh, that's Ned now.
Mother
(Emphatically) Edmund.

Father     
(Calling) Hello Ned! We were just talking about you.

(Ned enters with a blood stained handkerchief clutched to his nose.)

Ned
Heddo Dad.

Mother      
(Aghast) Oh my darling boy, what's happened? Come on my precious angel, come and sit down so I can look at you. (She crosses to him and ushers him into one of the chairs.)
Ned
Id's all right mum, honestly.

Mother      
Who's mummy's brave little soldier then? Look daddy, he comes in covered in blood and he tells his mumsy that it's all right. Isn’t he a treasure.

Father
Does it hurt lad?

Mother     
(Before Ned can answer) Of course it must hurt! Edmund is just being; very courageous that's all.
Ned
Mum, actually ...

Mother
Now you just keep your head tipped back poppet or you'll get blood everywhere. Sit quietly for a moment cherub and it will stop. (She examines his nose.) There, I think that's done it. Stay exactly as you are  and I'll fetch a flannel to wash your face. (She bustles off and reappears with a bowl and large flannel.)

Father

 Elizabeth, stop fussing over the lad. He's said that he's all right.

Mother     
All right! He comes in dripping with blood and he's all right? (During this speech she wipes Ned's face rather vigorously, reflecting her annoyance with his father.)  How can you be so heartless! If you really cared about Edmund you would go out and catch the bullies that did this to him.

Father
But we don't even know what happened!

Mother      
It doesn't take a genius to work it out! This is the second time he's come home like this in a week.

Father
Let's ask Ned shall we

Mother
Very well. Edmund, it was those boys from the village wasn't it?

Ned
I don't think that it was all …

Mother     
Don't cover up for them dear. You must always tell your mummy the truth. (With melodramatic intense sympathy)
Ned

(Hesitates for a moment but he knows he will have to agree with his mother) Yes.

Mother
There, I told you so! Oh those brutes, those scoundrels! Well, what are you going to do  about it?

Father      
If I go out there and give them a good hiding how will that help Ned? It's more likely to make matters worse!

Ned
(Recovering.) I think dad's right mum. Besides, I feel fine now.

Mother     
Oh perhaps you're right - but something should be done to stop them. I don't see why they have to pick on Edmund all of the time. (To Ned.) Just try to avoid them in future dear.

Ned
I'll do my best mum.


(She ruffles his hair then goes out to carry on preparing the meal.)

Father
Why do they pick on you Ned?

Ned
I don't know dad. They can't find anyone else I suppose!

Father     
You should try to stand up to 'em a bit more son. Show them what you're made of.

Ned
(He looks ruefully at his handkerchief.) I think that they're trying to find that out for themselves!

Father
But do you give as good as you get?

Ned        
He hurt his hand when he hit me this time!

Father     
It's no good lad. We really will have to try and do something about you. If you're going to get yourself into these scrapes then you've got to learn how to look after yourself. We could start by building up your muscles a bit - and that's where this present I've bought you comes in.

Ned
(Interested) A present! What have you got me dad?

Father
(Impressively) This! (He produces the barbell.)

Ned
Oh ... oh? (Genuinely confused) What is it?

Father
It's a barbell son.

Ned
Mmmmmm ... . What does it do dad?

Father
Oh dear ... it doesn't do anything Ned. It's what you do with it!

Ned
Oh ...what do you ...?

Father     
Don't bother - I'll show you. You use it to strengthen your muscles. Half an hour's exercise with this every day and you'll soon notice the difference. Here's what you do: (he proceeds to demonstrate the 'perfect lift') you stand over it like this; bend down; grab hold of it - remember to keep your back nice and straight - and then heave! (He lifts the weight easily) See - that's all there is to it!

Ned
I don't think that I'm going to be very good at this.

Father     
Nonsense. Come on, you have a go now. (Reluctantly Ned approaches the barbell) Of course this one is only light but you can build up to heavier ones later. Now, take hold of the bar, bend your knees, (Ned does so) and lift!

Ned
I already am lifting! (The barbell remains firmly on the ground.)
Father     
Well ... don't try to lift it over your head; up to your shoulders will do.

Ned       
(Breaking off his attempt) you don't think that we're being^ a bit ambitious do you dad?

Father    
Come on son, you've got to put some effort into it if you want to be big and strong like me. I mean, what could I have done the day the dragon came if I had been all thin and weedy? (What follows is an obviously well rehearsed routine, which Ned imitates in the background) Oooh, I remember it just like yesterday: the fiery breath, the monstrous roar and the reek and stench of its foul body as it pounced on top of me! Any man would be frightened by such a sight, and I was - but not so frightened that I didn't know what to do! A kind of icy calm came over me then as quick as a flash - so fast that even I was surprised! - I got my pitchfork and thrust it into the beast's belly. The scream of that creature as it crashed to the ground beside me will live in my memory forever. It was horrible - all sort of angry and sad at the same time... (He ponders this point) horrible. Anyway, if I hadn't had the strength to kill it, it would have burnt the village to the ground and most likely slaughtered all of us. Do you see my point?

Ned
Yes dad.

Father      
So come on; another go. (Ned prepares himself) Ready? Right’ now  heave!

Ned
(Straining with the effort) Eeee urghh! (The weight does not move)
Father
Heave!

Ned
I'm heaving! I'm heaving! Eeurghh!

(Mother enters holding a tray with assorted dishes etc. As soon as she sees what is happening she rushes over to just behind Ned)

Mother     
  Edmund, Edmund! What are you doing? Stop it at once! 

(At this point Ned's grip slips and he flies upwards and backwards, crashing into the tray his mother is holding. Ned is left lying flat  on his back and for a moment there is silence.)

Ned
  I think my nose is bleeding again.

Mother    
(Turning on her husband) Gilbert Hydes, what do you think you're doing to my son with this wicked instrument of torture?

Father
It's only a barbell! It's for his own good.

Mother
Then why is he lying on his back with a broken nose?

Father
   His nose isn’t…

Mother

What will you do tomorrow 'for his own good*? Break his arm! 

Father

Ooooohh! (He turns his back on the situation in frustration.) 

Mother

(Going to the recovering Ned.) Come here angel, let mummy see. 

Ned

It was my own fault mum.

Mother

Don't make excuses for him; he should have known better. He just doesn't understand you like I do. He can't see that you're different from other children; he doesn't appreciate your talents. He simply wants you to be stupid and muscle bound - like he is!

Ned

I don't think that you ought ...

Mother

But I know the real you. You are tender, compassionate, discriminating bright and alert; you have an inner dignity and manner that I'm afraid seem totally out of place in our present surroundings - and you love your mother! (Ned is looking rather embarrassed by now.) I can still remember the first poem you wrote;   

Oh how I love you mummy dear,

And I hope you'll always be near.

You're the best there will ever be,

You're the only one for me.

 That's so beautiful!

Father

(Under his breath) Help him with that one did you? 

Ned

I was only seven at the time!

Mother
But even then I recognised your gift, didn't I. Some day, Edmund, when you're older, you will be known throughout the land. You will be the greatest poet that there has ever been.

Ned

I don't really like writing poetry anymore.

Mother
It's just a phase dear. You'll grow out of it. Always remember that mummy knows best.

Father

He'll have great difficulty forgetting won't he - you remind him often enough!

Mother

There's no need to start ...

Father
(He has been quietly fuming for some time.) You fuss over him all the time; you won't let him do anything that isn't  'respectable' or 'refined'! All that you're doing is turning him into a right mother's boy.

Mother

Better that than a crude brute!

Father

Well I'm not going to stand for it any longer. (Taking hold of Ned and talking directly to him.) Ned - you can put all your mother's notions of being a poet or some fool minstrel out of your head. You're going to practise every day with that barbell until you're good and strong so that you will be fit to take my place as the next village Dragonslayer - and that's an end to it!

Mother

He will do no such thing! (Taking Ned and directing him towards her.) I will not stand by and see my son ruined. Edmund - every day you must practise your writing; remember, practise makes perfect. You will also begin having singing and elocution lessons. You will have to be well spoken if you are to present your songs and poems at court one day.

Father

He is not going to be a poet: he will be a Dragonslayer! (Seizes Ned)
Mother

He will be a poet! (Snatches Ned back. In the following speeches Ned is pulled back and forth.)

Father

A Dragons layer!

Mother

A poet!

Father

A Dragonslayer!

Mother
Poet!

Father

Dragonslayer!

Mother
Poet!

Father     
Dragon slayer! Mother     

 Mother
Po ... !

(Ned, who has been getting increasingly annoyed at his treatment suddenly can take no more and interrupts.)

Ned
Stop it! Stop it, both of you! (His parents are quite taken aback by what follows.) I can't stand this anymore - all this arguing and bickering about what I'm going to do. Why don't you ask me what I want to do? All you care about is what you want. You don't care about me at all - neither of you! I don't want to be a Dragonslayer and I don't want to be a poet! All that I want is... is... ( He is searching for the words.) is the chance to be me. ( Pause.) But you won't let me! I'm going out! (Exit running.)
Mother
( Calling) Edmund, Edmund! What about your dinner?

Father

Ned!

(They look accusingly at each other.)

Mother &Father
Now see what you've done!

( Lights fade.)
