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RACHEL POULTER

This play text went to press before the end of rehearsals and may
differ from the play as performed.

ALEX WHITTLE waits impatiently in the conference room of Wallis
Heads council chambers. Standing in the background is her personal
assistant GRACEDELAHUNTY. ALEX is power-dressed with an expensive
necklace of pearls. GRACE is also in her fifties and has been PA to ALEX
for years. GRACE is dressed in brown and beige. ALEX looks at her
waich and frowns. ALAN, a businessman in a suit in his late fifties,
approaches. ALEX stands and they greet and shake hands. ALEX turns
fo GRACE.

ALEX: Grace, this is the Mayor of Wallis Heads, Alan Bridger. Alan,
this is my assistant Grace.

ALEX sees that GRACE has pulled out a notebook and a pen. She
signals impatiently to GRACE fo put the notebook away.

[Sharply] Grace, off the record!
GRACE hastily puts the notebook back into her handbag.

GRACE: Sorry.
ALEX: [fo ALAN] So let’s see it.

ALAN opens his computer and presses keys and on a large screen
at the back of the room we see a replay of a recent current affairs
interview.

The interview opens with a shot of PENNY POULTER, in her mid-
thirties, a feisty woman who doesn t mince words, who stands in
Jront of partially cleared and attractive bushland.

JOEL: Mrs Poulter, I believe you’ve started a petition protesting against
the shire council’s recent action.

PENNY: Yeah.

JOEL: Why is that?

PENNY: Because I’'m bloody ropeable. Look at that land behind me.
Earmarked in the town plan as future social housing, so what does our
council do? Sell it to Australia’s richest woman so she can turn it into
a golf course. And they’ve thrown in the land next to the course that
was going to be public park so she can build sixty luxury residences
and turn it into an exclusive country club and make a huge profit.

JOEL: It’s planned to be a first-class championship course.
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PENNY: Twenty thousand dollars to join? Two hundred dollars a round?

JOEL: The council view is that it will attract high-end tourists and
wealthy retirees and substantially boost the town economy.

PENNY: So what happens to me and all the rest of us who aren’t ‘high
end’, but’ve spent most of our lives here?

JOEL: The council claims that property values will increase substantially
and the net worth of our homeowners will soar.

PENNY: Half the town rents! What happens to us when rents soar?

JOEL: Council admits that life could be more difficult for some, but the
overall benefits to the shire will be overwhelmingly positive. Alex
Whittle is paying the shire thirty million dollars for the land.

PENNY: None of that thirty million is going to community facilities. It’s
all earmarked for grand new council chambers that would give the
Taj Mahal a run for its money!

JOEL: The council has made a decision they feel is in the greater interest
of all ratepayers.

PENNY: Not ratepayers like me. And there are plenty of us. Which
is why I’'m starting a petition to get our present council of pro-
development shonks voted out at the upcoming elections and get
us a council that really does act in the interests of the Wallis Heads
I know and love.

JOEL: Thank you, Penny Poulter.

The interview ends. There'’s a silence. When ALEX speaks she’s
angry.

ALEX: Alan, I was told you were an astute political operator.

ALAN: I like to think so.

ALEX: When I come into town, and the first thing I see is myself
being trashed on your local screens by your local version of Jacqui
Lambie, Whisky Tango Foxtrot am I supposed to think?

ALAN: It was unfortunate—

ALEX: It’s a fucking PR disaster! Can you please explain how she
got to know top-secret information only you and your council are
supposed to know?

ALAN: We’re baffled.

ALEX: Could I hazard a guess. One of your councillors had too much
to drink, and couldn’t help big noting himself, and now we have
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Little Miss Nobody spilling it on prime-time local television. Who
the hell is she?

ALAN: A single mother who stacks shelves in the supermarket.

ALEX: Why did they interview her?

ALAN: She wrote a very strong, and I have to say, well-written letter to
the local paper. ,

ALEX: Is your local media so hungry for controversy that every loud-
mouthed little nimpty numpty is handed a soapbox? No wonder
democracy is headed for extinction. Is any more of what we’re
planning coming out?

ALAN: It won’t. I’ve read the riot act to the council.

ALEX: They’d better listen because if there’s any more of this I’m out
of here. There are other options on my list.

ALAN: We’re all strongly behind this, Alex.

ALEX: You said in your last email there were some worries. What
worries?

ALAN: That if any more gets out before the elections there could be a
backlash.

ALEX: If your bloody council can keep their mouths shut there won’t.
Then as soon as you're all re-elected you greenlight everything.

ALAN: There might need to be some debate.

ALEX: I don’t do debate, Alan. Debate means nothing ever happens. If
your council can’t deliver me what I need then Wallis Heads can
keep on being the sad, dying, dumbass little backwater it is.

ALAN: I wouldn’t quite call it that.

ALEX: Then go and have another look at the shops down the main street
and count the ‘For Lease’ signs. Look at your young kids lining up
for buses to get them out of here because there aren’t any jobs!

ALAN: We all want that to change, Alex, but Penny Poulter is getting
lots of signatures and I’m just warning you there is a chance we
won’t be re-elected.

ALEX: A supermarket shelf-stacker? Wearing Crocs on camera? This is
not exactly a fearsome adversary.

ALAN: There’s talk that she and the Greenies are getting together a ticket.

ALEX: No-one’s going to vote in a pack of lunatics who think wobble-
throated reed warblers are more important than their own bloody
species!
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ALAN: I’m just saying that, now that your golf course is out in the open,
our re-election isn’t a lay-down misére.

ALEX: More money for your campaign? Is that what you’re saying?
Fine. I’ll spend what it takes.

ALAN: There’s a problem there too. We have to declare where our
funding comes from.

ALEX: [with disbelief at his naivety] Alan, it won’t be coming from me.
It’ll be coming from a local citizens’ group who support progress.

ALAN: What group?

ALEX: Organise one!

ALAN: That’s perilously close to being illegal.

ALEX: Alan, even if it is it’ll take fifieen years of appeals before they
can prove it is, then we just pay the pitiful fine and all’s well with
the world.

[Off his worried look] You're not exactly a man of steel are you?
ALAN: I'm just warning you. There’s a lot of chatter on social media.
ALEX: Saying what?

ALAN: ‘Golf for the wealthy and the rest of us can go to hell’ kind of stuff,

ALEX: What do they think? Every deadbeat without a cent is entitled to
tee-off on a world-class golf course for nix?

ALAN: All I'm trying to say is things have got more complicated.

ALEX: Alan, I’'m guessing you popped out of the womb with a frown
on your face.

ALAN: There’s quite a bit of anti-Alex Whittle feeling around already.
‘She can’t come in here and do what she likes,’ kind of thing.

ALEX: They don’t want their property values to skyrocket? They object
to their net worth increasing threefold? Are you kidding me?

ALAN: As Penny noted, a lot of our population are renters and they’re
worried about rent increases.

ALEX: There will be rent increases for God’s sake. Big ones. Those
who can no longer afford to live here go elsewhere. Market forces.
That’s how the world works.

ALAN: The council understands the reality of the market, but for those
adversely affected—

ALEX: Alan, the world owes no-one a living. There are winners and
losers. Always were, always will be. I’'m trying to turn this into a
town for winners.
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ALAN: Alex, we’ve got to bring the town with us. You’re already seen
by some as—

ALEX: What?

ALAN: Driven.

ALEX: And?

ALAN: Ruthless?

ALEX: And?

ALAN: Arrogant.

ALEX: How wrong they all are. They will shortly see the real me.

ALAN: Who is?

ALEX: Compassionate. Caring. Doing what I love best. Helping local
kids doing it tough. Karen, the young soccer whizz whose dad’s
battling cancer. Little Debbie, the dancer whose single mum can’t
afford ballet shoes. Shane, the young musician with an alcoholic
dad who can’t afford a good guitar.

ALAN: I’'m a bit uneasy with that sort of thing.

ALEX: A foundation that’ll help a lot of kids? What’s not to like? We just
need to find a cracker of a kid with media appeal to kick things off.

ALAN: Alex ...

ALEX: What? What’s worrying you, Alan?

ALAN: It seems a tad ... manipulative.

ALEX: A tad? It’s totally manipulative. Alan, what kind of planet do you
think you’re living on? Ever since social media image is everything.
We live in a Kardashian world. Young idiots cavort cutely on TikTok
and become millionaire influencers overnight. You either join the
game or go under.

ALAN: Yes but—

ALEX: Check out your own Facebook page, Alan. I’ve never seen a
more airbrushed family. Your little grandkid Leo. He has to have
had intensive cuteness coaching. Who taught your dog to smile?
Don’t pretend you’re not into the game as much as any of us.

ALAN: Yes, but—

ALEX: Alan, you're starting to worry me. If my main backers go
Jellyfish on me I’m out of here.

ALAN: Jellyfish? You don’t get to be a senior sergeant in the Queensland
Police force without learning which heads to kick. We’re with you,
Alex. All the way. But Penny Poulter is dogged.
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ALEX: Alan, she is a supermarket shelf-stacker! Talk about a nervous
Nellie.

ALAN: She’s well known. People like her.

ALEX: I’ll deal with her. And you’ll all get re-elected. Okay?

ALAN: Okay.

ALEX: Just keep a hellish tight lid on the other things we’re planning
and all will be fine,

He nods, hesitates and leaves. ALEX furns 1o GRACE.

Grace, do some research around town. Find me my first young
future champion.

GRACE: I'll try.

ALEX: [flaring] Grace, you know what the most irritating words in the
English language are? ‘I'll try!” And I’'m hearing it from you more
and more often. You’re not paid to try! You’re paid to do! Talk to
headmasters, sporting clubs, rotary club, chamber of commerce,
local drama groups, whatever. Just find me my first worthy candidate
and in a hurry.

GRACE nods. Then moves to go.

Oh and Grace. Arrange a meeting with this two-bit agitator. Whats
her name again?

GRACE: Penny. Penny Poulter.

ALEX: Get her here as soon as possible. One meeting is all it usually
needs to have them running for cover.

GRACE furns to go.

[Fossicking in the cupboard] You were supposed to iron my suit. It
looks like it’s gone three times through a wood chipper.
GRACE: I rang the front desk and they said they don’t have any irons.
ALEX: Grace, have you ever heard the word initiative, because if you
have you obviously don’t know what it means!

ALEX picks up the phone.

Front desk? Get me the manager. You are the manager? Good. This
is Alex Whittle in the so called ‘presidential’ suite. You apparently
haven’t got an iron, right? Well here’s the deal. Go and buy one and
have it in this room in half an hour or I will buy this flea-bitten hotel
and the first thing I’1l do is sack you!
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She hangs up and looks at GRACE.
Right?

GRACE: Alex, be fair. There’s no way I could’ve done that.

ALEX: No, but you could have pointed out that you work for the most
powerful woman in the country and that paying fifty dollars for a
new iron could prove a very sensible investment. No?

GRACE: I could’ve been more assertive.

ALEX: Yes you could’ve. And this room?

[indicating around her with disgust] Is this the best you could do?

GRACE: It is—

ALEX: It’s freaking me out! It’s the exact same wallpaper as the funeral
parlour that laid out Grandma!

GRACE: It is a little tired.

ALEX: Tired? They’ve used the same interior decorator who invented
fluffy toilet-seat covers. And as well as that it’s way too small, the
basin plug sticks, and the mattress is so soft I feel like I’m back in
my mother’s bloody womb! You should bloody well know by now
that if you punch my mattress and your knuckles don’t hurt it’s not
hard enough.

GRACE: I missed the plug. And I forgot to punch the mattress. Sorry,
Alex.

ALEX: This hotel can’t be the best in town, surely?

GRACE: There is a state room, or so-called state room at the Mountford
Hotel downtown,

ALEX: Is it bigger? Not so tired?

GRACE: It’s bigger and its decor could possibly pass for twenty-first
century, but it looks out on the main street and I know how you hate
noise.

ALEX: [ hate poky rooms even more. Change hotels as soon as possible
and try and get it right next time, Grace. And that eleven o’clock
call from Gavin and Joe? What happened to that?

GRACE: You told me to reschedule everything for the next couple of days.

ALEX: Good God, Grace. Sometimes I wonder what the hell 1 was
doing when I put you on the payroll. I'm on the point of closing
a deal with those guys. A big deal. I thought you’d have enough
brains to realise that. Get them on Zoom as soon as possible and get
that ... what’s her name again?



GRACE: Penny. Penny Poulter.

ALEX: Get her but only when I'm in the new hotel. She’d scarcely be
impressed with this rabbit hutch, would she?

GRACE: I’'m sorry about that, Alex. I was tossing up between the two
rooms but I thought the noise factor ...

ALEX: Grace, why do you think kings erect magnificent palaces? To
signal who they are and the power they wield. Did you honestly
think that anyone I met in this shithole would be impressed?

GRACE: The state room in the Mountford is only marginally more
impressive.

ALEX: Which is exactly what’s wrong with this fucking place. The
most beautiful little piece of undeveloped coastline on the Eastern
Seaboard and it’s still in a time warp.

GRACE furns to go, but ALEX hasn't finished.

Grace, I've achieved a lot in my life. Do you know why?

GRACE: You work hard.

ALEX: So does the kid who delivers Uber Eats but he’s never going
to be rich. I am what T am because I see opportunities that others
don’t. And more often than not those opportunities are obvious, but
the majority of humanity just doesn’t bother to look. But I do and
it’s not rocket science. All you need is intelligence and foresight
and a great personal assistant, but at the moment I have to say that
I’m worried about that last essential, Grace. You booked the wrong
room in the wrong hotel, didn’t check the details and cancelled the
wrong meeting. How long have you been with me now?

GRACE: Seventeen-and-three-quarter years.

ALEX: I’d hate to have to let you go, but please understand that
performance outweighs sentiment when you’re running a complex
business empire like T am. I mean it. [ would hate to have to let you
go, so for my sake as well as yours, please try and smarten up.

GRACE: I will, Alex. T will.

GRACE turns to go but as she approaches the door there’s a
Jmock. She opens it and takes an iron from the person on the
other side and thanks her. ALEX nods her head as if to say, "See.
Its not that hard.’

So, your suit or the talent quest?

ALEX: Go find my kid, but make sure you’re back in time to do the suit
before we go out and endure whatever miserable cuisine this town
has to offer. What have you booked?

GRACE: The best seem to be the Leong Dong Palace—

ALEX: The what?

GRACE: Spelt L-E-O-N-G.

ALEX: And Dong spelt D-O-N-G 1 presume. Good God, what’s the
other?

GRACE: Ttalian. L'Ultima Cena which apparently means ‘The Last
Supper’.

ALEX: For fuck’s sake find a Hungry Jack’s.

GRACE puts the iron down, nods and goes. ALEX waits until she 5
gone then picks up her phone.

Richard? I have to let Grace go. She’s making too many mistakes.
Get our head-hunters looking for a top-quality replacement. Yes,
regrettable but necessary, but there’s no room for sentiment when a
crucial mistake could cost us millions of dollars.

ALEX ends the call and starts scrolling through her incoming
emails.

BRIAN, the editor of the local newspaper, in his early fifties, and
ALAN wait in Brian's office.

ALAN: Brian, why in God’s name are you giving the Poulter woman
oxygen? I thought you wanted Alex’s plans to go ahead?

BRIAN: I do. I also own the town newspaper and Penny’s petition is
causing a stir.

ALAN: Well it’s going to cause a bigger stir if you interview her.

BRIAN: I’ve asked you both here so you can both put your points of
view.

ALAN: You're giving her oxygen.

BRIAN: It’s news, Alan. It’s what I do.

ALAN sighs. PENNY comes in without knocking.

ALAN: You said you’d be here fifteen minutes ago.

PENNY: Some of us can’t do whatever they want, whenever they want.
Neil the Nazi ordered me to finish stacking the muesli shelves
before I left.
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BRIAN: You did tell us five-thirty would be fine.

PENNY: It would’ve been if | hadn’t been forced to do unpaid overtime.

BRIAN: What I’m after is a calm discussion between the two of you. Do
you mind if I record this?

PENNY: Fine.

ALAN: [reluctantly] Fine.

BRIAN: Penny, in a recent interview you used some pretty harsh
adjectives about our council.

ALAN: You called us pro-development shonks.

PENNY: [ was on television so I had to be polite.

BRIAN: Penny, I was hoping this would be more than just name calling.

PENNY: Look what Alan and his council have done. Sell off land
earmarked for social housing! So that millionaires can belt the
bejesus out of a little white ball and chat on about their share
portfolios. Until then I was feeling at least hopeful because I was
pretty high up on the social housing waiting list. I thought I had a
chance of finally getting off the treadmill of paying nearly half my
income in rent and starting to live a life where I don’t have to count
every bloody cent, then suddenly—pffft. Dream on, sucker.

ALAN: Penny, we offered really good tax-break deals to developers to
take on social housing but got absolutely no interest.

PENNY: You didn’t even try and ask for state government assistance.

ALAN: There’s no pork barrel unless we’re in a swinging seat and we
aren’t.

PENNY: You could have tried. The hopes of a lot of people in town were
bound up that scheme which you lot promised to deliver.

BRIAN: | can understand your disappointment, but—

ALAN: Penny, you don’t need to spend the rest of your life stacking
supermarket shelves. I’'m told that you topped your class at school
every year.

PENNY: I did, then I made the mistake of believing my boyfriend when
he said he wouldn’t get me pregnant, which was my own stupid
fault.

BRIAN: But now that young Rachel is a teenager you could go back and
get qualified for something better.

PENNY: And what do Rachel and I live on while I’'m taking three or
four years getting some kind of qualification that’ll be of any use?
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Look, let’s get real. My work is shit, but I'm lucky enough to live
in a beautiful coastal town and I have lots of good friends and up to
now I at least lived in hope, because I believed your promise that
social housing was on its way. Now in an instant you’ve taken away
that hope and handed the town we all love to a predator like Alex
Whittle.

ALAN: Scarcely a predator. She donates a lot of money to deserving
sporting organisations all over the country.

BRIAN: Alex’s generosity is credited with two extra Australian gold
medals at the last Olympics.

PENNY: Which put us one ahead of Holland. Those poor Dutch people
will never bloody recover.

ALAN: Belittle her all you like, but most of the town will benefit greatly
from this sale.

PENNY: Benefit? How are people like me going to benefit? Gather at
sunset, hearts full of civic pride as we watch the sun sink behind
thirty million dollars’ worth of your shiny new council chambers.
Which should have been a public swimming pool or community
centre.

BRIAN: I asked you both here for a reasoned debate.

PENNY: Why would I bother? There’s no way Alan and his development-
mad crazies will ever change their mind. This is a waste of my time.
I could’ve got three more signatures.

PENNY gets up and walks out. ALAN and BRIAN look at each
other.

ALAN: Are you really going to print any of that?
BRIAN sighs.
BRIAN: It seemed like a good idea at the time.

PENNY is sitting at her kitchen table looking furious. Her
seventeen-year-old daughter RACHEL, in a school uniform,
breezes in, a school satchel on her back which she sheds.
RACHEL is athletic and hyperactive.

PENNY: Where the hell have you been?
RACHEL: Waves are cranking off the point.
PENNY: What did you promise me?
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RACHEL: Waves like today come once a month. Perfect shape, nearly
two metres. Corduroy right out to the horizon. Amazing. Four-
hundred-metre rides.

PENNY: What did you promise me?

RACHEL: Mum, I’m the state number two. I’'m not just some little grommet.

PENNY: Homework?

RACHEL: Stop bloody obsessing about it. I’ll bloody do it.

PENNY: I have to face your teachers every parents’ night. Do you think
it’s fun to hear your daughter’s rude, disruptive, and on track to fail
her final year?

RACHEL: Mum, the stuff they teach is useless shit. I don’t give a stuff
about Hannibal and his bloody elephants.

PENNY: You said you wanted to learn about the ancient world.

RACHEL: You told me it was interesting,

PENNY: It was when I studied it.

RACHEL: Well it isn’t now.

PENNY: Honey, the history of the ancient world hasn’t changed all that
much in eighteen-odd years. This is your final year! If you don’t
buckle down and study, you’ll never get the marks to get into any
decent course at university.

RACHEL: I don’t want to go to university.

PENNY: You really think you can make it as a professional surfer?

RACHEL: Number two in the state in my age group?

PENNY: You’re good. I'm proud. I really am. But you have to be super-
good to make big money.

RACHEL: My coach and my surfing mates all reckon I've got the talent to
make it. The only one who thinks I can’t is my own mother! Brilliant!

She storms off towards her room.

PENNY: You dinner’s in the oven!

RACHEL: I got a hamburger on the way home.

PENNY: So what’s that cost you? Six dollars? Eight with chips? Add
that to the steak that’s going to waste in the oven and that adds up
to money! My money!

RACHEL: God you’re a scrooge. Money. Always money.

PENNY: Do you know what it cost me to have a new differential put in
your car?
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RACHEL: You should have bought me a newer model.

PENNY: I can’t believe you sometimes. That repair cost me nearly two
thousand dollars. Wiped out most of my reserve savings.

RACHEL: I didn’t force you to buy the bloody car.

PENNY: It was either that or kill you, because you never bloody let up
about having to have one.

RACHEL: The best waves are twenty K down the coast.

PENNY: On the next census form I’ll enter our religion as wave bloody
worship. Why don’t you get your damned father to pay some of
your expenses.

RACHEL: Because—

PENNY: Because he’s a bloody no-hoper.

RACHEL: He has psychological issues.

PENNY: Yeah, acute fear of work.

RACHEL: He’s still a nice person.

PENNY: Unlike me.

RACHEL heads towards her room.

Give me your phone.

RACHEL: No.

PENNY: If you take it to your room, you’ll be messaging friends all the
rest of the evening and you won’t do a jot of work.

RACHEL: Some parents trust their daughters,

PENNY: The ones with daughters they can trust. Phone! And whatever
homework you’ve been set, do it!

RACHEL: Thank God I go to Dad on the weekends.

PENNY: And his lovely new teen queen. Dimity.

RACHEL: She’s nice to him. And me.

PENNY: She doesn’t have to try and knock some sense into you.

RACHEL: When I get my first world championship you won’t even get
an invite to the party.

PENNY: You win a world championship and I'll sing Madonna’s
‘Sorry’ on TikTok every day for a year, but in the meantime do
your bloody homework and at least give yourself a chance at
getting into uni.

RACHEL: [angrily] How many times do I have to tell you! I don’t want
to go to bloody uni. Why the fuck are you so obsessed about it!
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PENNY: Because I don’t want you to end up like me! A total shit job
with a total shit boss, and yes, worrying about every bloody cent
I'spend. You have no idea what it’s like.

RACHEL: I've heard it often enough.

PENNY: [exploding] You haven’t heard the half of it!

RACHEL: What part haven’t I heard!

PENNY: Lots!

RACHEL: Like what!

PENNY: Like, during the global recession I was cut back to two days a
week and you were only a tot and your useless father had walked out
and was out of work in any case. It was hell! They cut off electricity
because I couldn’t pay the bills and I had to use an Esky to keep your
food from rotting and light the bloody place with candles. And beg
friends for enough hand-me-downs and blankets to keep you warm
through winter. And I had to drive without a licence or insurance
and was as scared as hell Id get pulled over. Why am I obsessing
about you getting qualified? Because I'm trying to get it through
your thick skull that life without money isn’t life, it’s just bloody
day-to-day grinding existence and that’s not what I want for you! It
was only three or so years ago I finally got back on full time. T want
you qualified so you don’t ever have to live the shit life I’ve led!

RACHEL is taken aback by her mother’s outburst, even more so
when PENNY sinks down into a chair with tears Jorming in her
eyes.

['want you to have a real life. A life with options.
She looks up at RACHEL.

You know what I wanted to be?

RACHEL: What?

PENNY: A doctor. My favourite TV show was House MD, about this
genius doctor who solved difficult cases and saved people. I had
this fantasy that I’d be like him and save people. And feel great.
I mean it was stupid. But being a doctor wasn’t. I was doing really
well at all the subjects I needed and I was on track to get the marks
I needed and I had a teacher who believed and found out all the
scholarships I could apply for, and maybe I could’ve even still
somehow managed if my mum and dad hadn’t been such total
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pricks when they found out [ was pregnant. If Gran hadn’t taken me
in I don’t know what the hell T would’ve done.

RACHEL: What’s the message? Having me has ruined your life?

PENNY: No!

RACHEL: You didn’t have to have me.

PENNY: Yes I did. Bloody hell I did. There was no way I wasn’t going
to have you.

RACHEL: Why?

PENNY: Because I couldn’t bloody bear the thought of never knowing
what you would have been like.

RACHEL: Well now you know and wish you didn’t.

PENNY: You were the best little kid.

RACHEL: And now I’m a horror?

PENNY sighs.

PENNY: Maybe you can make it as a surfer. But for me it’s a big maybe.
Can you understand that? You might think I don’t give a shit about
you but you are very very wrong. You’re all T really care about. [s it
a crime to want you to have a much better life than I have? And I’'m
not just talking about money! I want you to be able to do something
you love doing. That must be the best thing that can ever happen to
anyone,

RACHEL gets up and moves across to her mother and hugs her
briefly then moves off Then turns.

RACHEL: Mum, how many million times do I have to tell you. I’ve
already found the thing I love doing.

She disappears in the direction of her room. PENNY watches her
go and sighs.

In her living room next evening, PENNY hears the Jront doorbell
ring. She goes and opens the door. GRACE stands there.

PENNY: Can I help you?

GRACE: I rang before. I'm Grace Delahunty, Alex Whittle’s PA. She
wants to meet you.

PENNY: The only time [ want to lay eyes on your boss is in a car driving
out of town. Preferably a hearse.

GRACE: Can I come in. Please?
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PENNY leads her in.

PENNY: I won’t change my mind.
GRACE: Please just hear me out.

PENNY indicates a sofa. GRACE sits and PENNY sits in a chair
opposite. Theres a silence.

Penny, I’ve worked for Alex for nearly eighteen years.

PENNY: Okay. \

GRACE: I've done my very best to be diligent and efficient and I think
that I’ve served her as well as any human could.

PENNY: You still are.

GRACE: As a matter of fact I’'m not. Not any longer. I’m used to her
treating me appallingly. She does it to everyone. It’s part of the
territory. But this moming was the tipping point. This morning
she gave me a warning that I’d better improve because I had the
temerity to cancel a meeting she told me to cancel and find her a
room that didn’t live up to her grandiose expectations.

PENNY: Not nice, but I would’ve thought you’d had worse.

GRACE: I have, much worse believe me.

PENNY: Why did you work for her for so long?

GRACE: She pays top dollar. And that’s enabled me to save enough for
a quite reasonable retirement. But what was different this morning
was the warning. She forgot I know how she operates. Alex gives
no warnings. A warning means you’re finished. The end. Kaput.
The minute I left the room she would have been on the phone to her
personnel manager instructing him to find my replacement.

PENNY: What exactly am I hearing here?

GRACE: There’s a story I rather like. This guy is watering his garden
and sees his next door neighbour and says to her ‘I like your
husband’s new Mercedes,’ and she says ‘Would you like to buy it?’
‘How much?’ he says. ‘Twenty-five dollars,’ she says. ‘Really?’ he
says? “Yes,” she says. ‘He told me he was in New York on business
but I found out he’s got a mistress there. So what he’s doing to her
over there, I'm doing to him back here.’

PENNY: Would we possibly be talking revenge?

GRACE: Have you ever felt that urge?

PENNY: Often. But I’ve never been in a position to make it happen.
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GRACE: Well I am. And I’'m really enjoying the thought.

PENNY: And I’'m enjoying you enjoying the thought.

GRACE: Id love to buy a little cottage here, but not if Alex succeeds in
taking over this town.

PENNY: The golf club but not exactly the town.

GRACE: Oh there’s lot’s lot more than the golf club.

PENNY stares at her,

PENNY: What?

GRACE: Much more.The golf club is just a lure to attract wealth and sell
her adjoining luxury apartments.

PENNY: What’s the rest of her plan?

GRACE: Turn Wallis Heads into our prime coastal wealth destination.
She’s secretly bought a heap of prime real estate cheap plus three
prime commercial sites and wants council permission to build a
luxury hotel and two multi-storey luxury apartment blocks on them.

PENNY: The council has a four-storey limit on commercial development.

GRACE: It’s only a recommendation, and the council is totally in her
pocket.

PENNY: This is unbelievable!

GRACE: She’s got deposits on most of the beachfront commercial as
well. She’ll lease it all out to high-end fashion boutiques and fine-
dining restaurants and keep the freehold on the best of them. She’s
done her homework. Byron Bay and Noosa have been loved to
death. The smart IT kids who can work anywhere and high-net-
worth retirees are looking for a new lifestyle nirvana. And high-
spend tourists will love it. You can kiss your laid-back village
lifestyle goodbye. In five years’ time there’ll be so much gold
Jewellery on your main street you’ll be hospitalising people blinded
by the dazzle.

PENNY: My God, this is awful!

GRACE: Barring a miracle it’ll all happen.

PENNY: She’s bought secretly? How can you buy secretly?

GRACE: When you’ve got an army of lawyers and accountants, easily.
You’d have to trace back through ten or more shell companies
located in the world’s tax havens to get to her.

PENNY: Could we trace it back to her?
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GRACE: Not unless you can afford a team of top forensic accountants.
But not to worry. I'll photocopy the ownership trail for you.

PENNY: Won't that put you at risk?

GRACE: She’ll assume someone on council leaked it.

PENNY: Alex isn’t exactly loved around town already. This could turn
things right around.

GRACE: Be warned. Her PR gurus have worked out a way to soften her
image.

PENNY: How?

GRACE: She’s setting up a charitable foundation.

PENNY: To do what?

GRACE: Scholarships to talented local kids whose parents are struggling.

PENNY: Surely no-one’ll fall for that.

GRACE: People are easily manipulated by a bit of media razzle-dazzle.
Berlusconi, Trump, Bolsonaro, Boris Johnson, Scott Morrison? A
few photos of Alex smiling, her arms around the kids she’s helping
and half the population will sigh and say, ‘How lovely.’

PENNY shakes her head in disgusi.

So I can tell her you don’t want to meet her?
PENNY: I’d rather have a candlelight dinner with Mark Latham.
GRACE: Good for you. She only wants to do it so she can intimidate you.
PENNY: She’s not going to have the chance.

Beat.
Grace, thanks. I've got some real ammunition now.

GRACE: Don’t get your hopes up too high. Nobody’s got the better of
her yet.

GRACE sighs.

Now to earn my last paycheque, I have to go and find some kid with
exceptional talent.

The next day, ALEX is standing in the middle of her hotel suite
reading a list that GRACE has given her.

ALEX: This is it? Five names?

GRACE: This was the consensus about the best of the best from the
schools and the sporting clubs and music and drama groups. There
are more at a lower level you can take later on.
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ALEX: [reading] Nicole McSweeny. Sixteen, actor.

GRACE: Very good apparently. She’s been in a lot of local productions
and they think she’s a future star.

ALEX: Why aren’t we allowed to say ‘actress’ any more? I hate that.

GRACE: She’s apparently very good.

ALEX: Actress—no way. Fail rate too high. We want someone with a
real chance of making it big and being called Nicole isn’t enough
to get her there.

GRACE: Young Simone McNeil is doing amazingly well in her ballet
classes.

GRACE shows her a photo.

ALEX: Grace, she’s only eleven! She’ll probably look like a plum
pudding by the time she’s eighteen.

[Reading] Rachel Poulter. Seventeen. Top surfing talent. Surfer?
Are you joking? There are more promising young surfers in this
beach-crazed country than there are lefties in the ABC. Ah. Here
we are. Norman Seaton, fifteen. Exceptional tennis talent. Ranked
second in the state in his age group. This guy sounds the real deal.

GRACE: Here’s his photo.

ALEX: [looking] Ah, cute kid. Melt your heart. He’ll photograph
brilliantly. Predicted to make the nation’s top-five players. This is
our guy ... We’ll have him in whites and I’ll wear red or green—
anything goes with white doesn’t it. What do you think, Grace? Red
or green?

GRACE: I’d go green. Soothing colour.

ALEX: The fuck with soothing? Why soothing? We’re trying to grab
attention.

GRACE: Sorry. Red.

ALEX looks at the photo again and nods her head in approval.
She looks at the list again and frowns.

ALEX: Poulter. Rachel Poulter? That troublemaker? Mrs Crocs-on-
Camera? The one who won’t ever deign to meet me? She’s called
Poulter? Isn’t she?

GRACE: Penny Poulter. Yes.

ALEX: Is that her daughter maybe?

GRACE: I don’t know.



20 DAVID WILLIAMSON

ALEX: Then find out. Quickly.

A few days later, GRACE ushers RACHEL info ALEX’ hotel
suite. ALEX mighin't think its grand but as she looks around
the anteroom its obvious that RACHEL does. ALEX is at her
most charming and motherly as she smiles at RACHEL. GRACE
retreats.

Rachel! How lovely to see you. And congratulations.

RACHEL: [a little overwhelmed) Thanks.

ALEX: I suppose you’re wondering what this is all going to mean for
you?

RACHEL: Yeah. Yes.

ALEX: Well the new is all good. All good. Where do you want your life
to go from here, Rachel? What’s your dream?

RACHEL: Ah ...

ALEX: Come on. Don’t hold back.

RACHEL: It might seem a bit ... big-headed, but ...

ALEX: Rachel, that’s what’s wrong with this country. We limit our
aspirations. Being big-headed isn’t a sin. It’s a sign that deep down
you want to be the very best version of yourself you can possibly
be. What’s your dream?

RACHEL: I want to be world champion.

ALEX: Then don’t be scared to say it. In fact hold your head high
and shout it! ‘I want to be world champion.” And I'll promise you
something. My foundation will do everything possible to help you
get there.

RACHEL gives a big sigh of relief.

RACHEL: This is so ...

ALEX: So what?

RACHEL: Amazing. So different.

ALEX: From what?

RACHEL: From my mother.

ALEX: How so?

RACHEL: All I get from her is negativity.

ALEX: Surely she must realise how talented you are?

RACHEL: No way.

ALEX: Second in the state?
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RACHEL: Doesn’t mean a thing. Pass your exams, go to university,
same old same old ...

ALEX: I went to university, Rachel, and after the first year I realised
it wasn’t teaching me anything even halfway useful for the future
I wanted for myself and I left. And I haven’t done so badly.

RACHEL: [with tears in her eyes] It’s just such a ... It’s just so good to
have someone ... believe in you.

ALEX goes across and puts an arm around her shoulder.

ALEX: I had parents who didn’t believe in me too. I was the kid in my
family my parents wished they’d never had. The ugly one, the dumb
one, the clutzy one, the one without any social graces. The one my
father thought was destined for failure and who told me so often.
The good thing about your parents not believing in you is anger. It
fuels you. It gives you the energy to prove them wrong. Use that
anger.

RACHEL: I’'m going to.

ALEX: The best moment in my life was when my father went bankrupt.
I bought him a luxury apartment, gave him an allowance and told
him never to contact me again.

RACHEL: Wow. I don’t hate Mum that much.

ALEX: If she doesn’t believe in you, then maybe you should. To be lucky
enough to have such a talented daughter and to not acknowledge it?
That’s a massive negative in my book.

RACHEL: Yeah, and mine.

ALEX: The foundation is going to do everything possible to help you
prove her wrong.

RACHEL lowers her head to hide the tears and nods her head
vigorously.

RACHEL: Sorry about what my mum said about you.

ALEX: To tell you the truth when your name came up [ asked myself
if I really wanted to help the daughter of the woman who had just
trashed me.

RACHEL: Don’t blame you.

ALEX: I crossed you off the list and decided to go with number two.
Some young tennis kid.

RACHEL: Norm Seaton. Yeah he’s pretty good.

e
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ALEX: But finally I couldn’t do it. People call me tough and ruthless
and that may be true but I also have integrity. It’s lost me quite a bit
of money over my lifetime but at least I can sleep at night.

RACHEL: I’'m really really grateful.

ALEX: My assistant and I put our thinking caps on about where you
should go from here and I think we’ve come up with a pretty
exciting possibility.

ALEX smiles warmly at her. RACHEL leans forward in anticipation.
I’ve got a feeling you’re going to like this.

A little while later, PENNY is in the kitchen when RACHEL bursts
in, excited. She runs over and hugs her mother.

PENNY: You get an A in Ancient History?

RACHEL: Ancient History is ancient history. You want me to go to
university?

PENNY: Yes. Of course.

RACHEL: Well your dreams have just come true.

PENNY: What are you talking about? Your final exams are months away.

RACHEL: I"ve got a scholarship.

PENNY: To where?

RACHEL: University of California San Diego.

PENNY: What?

RACHEL: It was just confirmed today. All I’ve got to do is get enough
credits to get my QCE and I’m in.

PENNY: Hang on. What are we talking about here? An American
university?

RACHEL: University of California San Diego. Named by Forbes
magazine as the fourteenth best university in the US.

PENNY: What kind of scholarship?

RACHEL: A surf scholarship. They’ve got a top-ranking college surfteam.

PENNY: They’ve got a degree in surfing?

RACHEL: Marine Biology. They want a great surf team.

PENNY: You want to do Marine Biology?

RACHEL: Biology is the only subject I like at school.

PENNY: The way you’re going at the moment you won’t get enough
credits to get your QCE?

RACHEL: I'm motivated now. I’ll knock it out of the ball park.
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PENNY: This is ...

RACHEL: Is what? You’re not happy for me?

PENNY: No, it’s great. It’s just ... daughter off to California. It’s a shock.

RACHEL: Everything’s paid. Accommodation on campus. Food. An
allowance. A generous allowance.

PENNY: The school applied on your behalf?

RACHEL: No. The foundation. They’re paying the expenses not covered
by the scholarship.

PENNY: Foundation?

RACHEL: Alex Whittle. Okay, I know what you think of her and she
isn’t exactly a fan of yours either but she still named me as the first
scholarship winner.

PENNY stares at her, speechless.

You’re not even going to congratulate me?

PENNY: Do you know why Alex Whittle’s here?

RACHEL: Yeah, you told me. She’s making a golf course. Okay.

PENNY: That land was promised for social housing! And that’s just the
start of what she’s doing!

RACHEL: What’s she doing?

PENNY: She’s buying up half the town to tum it into what she calls a
‘high-end wealth destination’.

RACHEL: This place could do with a makeover.

PENNY: High-rise towers on the beachfront?

RACHEL: It’d make it exciting like the Gold Coast.

PENNY: You’d like us to become like the Gold Coast?

RACHEL: Mum, Wallis Heads is tired. It’s old-world. Qur main street
shops look like they’re out of a doco on the gold rush days.

PENNY: I love this town the way it is. I thought you did too.

RACHEL: Face it, Mum, it’s in a bloody time warp. If Alex’s got the
money to make it exciting, then great.

PENNY: Huge towers casting a shadow over the beach from one-thirty.
Like the Gold Coast?

RACHEL: Why do you keep knocking the Gold Coast? It’s a hell of a lot
more lively than this place.

PENNY: Rachel, she’s planning to tumn this town into a chic enclave
for the super-wealthy. We’ll most probably be evicted so some
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hedge-fund manager can knock this house down and build a glass-
and-concrete palace.

RACHEL: You can’t stop progress.

PENNY: Well I'm going to bloody well try! That kind of progress in
any case.

RACHEL: How?

PENNY: Try and get rid of this deadbeat council. I get how you feel but she’s
using you. My daughter—the first kid to be helped by her foundation?

RACHEL: What are you saying? I only got this offer so she could
embarrass you?

PENNY: More than possible.

RACHEL: You really really don’t think I amount to anything do you?

PENNY: If I was Alex and I wanted to dream up the best way to make
me look like a goose, this would be it.

RACHEL: She sent my surfing clips off to UCSD. And they jumped at
the chance to have me in their competition surf team. And they’re
rated number one in the US. There’s still no chance in your mind
that I might have got this on my merits.

PENNY: [sobered] Really?

RACHEL: Yes really?

PENNY: Look the offer might be real, but ...

RACHEL: The offer is real! Mum, this is the chance of a lifetime. This
is the full booyaa for me!

PENNY: Booyaa?

RACHEL: The ultimate. The dream. There’s no way I’m going to turn it
down because you want to keep this the town that time forgot.

She storms off, slamming the door behind her. Then re-emerges
still angry. .

You’re wrong about Alex. She’s a much better person than you
think.

PENNY: Really? Tell me how?

RACHEL: When she realised I was your daughter she was going to pick
someone else. But she couldn’t bring herself to penalise me because
of who my mother was. Is that someone who’s a monster?

RACHEL turns around and goes back into her room, slamming
the door behind her.
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Next day, GRACE is waifing in a café. She starts (o text a message
when PENNY hurries in and sits down.

PENNY: Sorry.
GRACE: That’s fine. I haven’t been here long. You’ve heard? About Rachel.
PENNY: And California. When I put it to her that it might be Alex
making me look like a goose, she had the mother of tantrums.
GRACE: I’'m not sure I should tell you this then.
PENNY: Tell me what?
GRACE: If it gets to Rachel it could sour your relationship for ever.
PENNY: Rachel] wasn’t number-one pick?
GRACE: Not until Alex realised who she was. Alex had chosen some
young tennis prodigy.
PENNY: Norman Seaton?
GRACE nods.

GRACE: Please don’t let on that you know. Alex will know it had to
come from me.

PENNY: Of course not.

GRACE: This is vintage Alex. Sorry.

PENNY: She’s made herself Rachel’s number-one all-time hero.

GRACE: It’s no accident she’s Australia’s richest woman. Can 1 order
you a coffee?

PENNY nods.
PENNY: And a packet of antidepressants.
Next day, ALEX taps a number into her iPhone in her hotel suite.
ALEX: Grace!
She frowns impatiently.
Grace!
GRACE: [voice only] Yes, Alex.
ALEX: Send in Penny Poulter.
GRACE: [voice only] She just left. She said she wasn’t waiting around
any longer.
ALEX: Well, precious old her.

GRACE: [voice only] She’s still waiting for the lift. I can see her.
ALEX: Get her.
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ALEX preens herself in front of a mirror with a wry smile on her
face, which she wipes off when PENNY enters.

Please take a seat.

PENNY nods and sits on a two-person settee across from ALEX s
chaiv. ALEX sits, taking her time. GRACE stays, noling the
conversation in her notebook.

You wanted to see me?

PENNY: You're surprised?

ALEX: Not really. I thought you might want to thank me for the help
I’m giving your daughter?

PENNY: It’s a low act.

ALEX: Low act? Refusing to penalise your highly talented daughter just
because her mother is trying her best to make my life as difficult as
possible. I think the town will find that admirable.

PENNY: A surf scholarship?

ALEX: Yes, they offer three a year. Of course it’s only five thousand
dollars but the foundation will pick up all the other expenses.

PENNY: For the full three years of the degree?

ALEX: For the first year. After that it’s up to you.

PENNY: Do you know how much US tuition costs?

ALEX: We’ll have given her a very good start. There are other talented
kids we have to help.

PENNY: Brilliant. Win over the town, make me the town doofus, then
leave me without the a hope in hell of helping her finish her course.

ALEX: We’re giving her a flying start.

PENNY: Yeah, and then leaving her high and dry.

ALEX: If she’s any good she’ll be a circuit pro by then.

PENNY: And if she isn’t, you don’t give a damn.

PENNY, disgusted, gets up to walk out.
ALEX: How long have you been living here, Penny?
PENNY turns back.

PENNY: Almost twenty years.

ALEX: Enjoying one of the most beautiful places on earth with an
almost perfect climate and paying a very modest rent. Haven’t you
been lucky.
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PENNY: Not for much longer if you have your way. It’1l be the land of
bling, stretched skin and labradoodles.

ALEX: What makes think you’re entitled to hang on to your blessed
lifestyle forever if more successful people than you are willing to
pay more for it?

PENNY: Money’s the whole deal, yeah?

ALEX: Nobody’s going to hand you the title deeds to property because
you’ve got a sweet personality. Sorry, honey, but money is always
going to decide who gets what, which means that it’s highly likely
things are going to go my way.

PENNY: Maybe.

ALEX: Maybe?

PENNY: Maybe it’s going to be a bit tougher than you think.

ALEX: [alerf] In what way?

PENNY: The town’s about to learn stuff.

ALEX: [sharply] What stufi?

PENNY: Like, er ... two luxury tower blocks on the beach? A luxury
hotel? Way over the height limits. And deposits all over the joint on
our best residential and commercial land.

ALEX: [tense] Where did you hear that?

PENNY: A little bird told me.

ALEX: [angrily] That bird is about to get its arse sued for breach of
confidentiality, so I hope it can fly fast.

PENNY: [turning to leave] Shouldn’t be too hard to catch. I think it’s
nesting somewhere in the council chambers.

ALEX 5 eyes narrow.

ALEX: Penny, people who try and stand in my way always end up bruised.

PENNY: I'm pre-bruised, Alex. Pretty much immune by now.

ALEX: We'll see.

PENNY: Ditto for you, princess. When people find out what you’re
planning you might find there’s more opposition than you bloody
well think. Might be an idea to get those mirrors-on-sticks to check
under your car.

ALEX: Are you threatening violence?

PENNY: Not me. I’'m full on virtuous poverty. It’s those mad Greenies
who want to take us back to the Stone Age. They’re the worry.
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PENNY goes out the door. ALEX is furious. She turns to GRACE.

ALEX: Did you get that down? That blatant threat?

GRACE: Sorry, Alex. I thought you wanted all this off-record.

ALEX: You heard what she said though?

GRACE: Sorry, no. I nodded off. I was up late pressing all your other
suits just in case.

ALEX stares at GRACE and shakes her head in disbelief.

Later that day, ALEX has summoned ALAN and BRIAN fo her
suite. She's still furious.

ALEX: Someone in the council leaked!

ALAN: They wouldn’t. It wouldn’t be in any of our interests. We all
want this to happen.

ALEX: Well some shit-for-brains numbchuck doesn’t! And it has
to have been one of your colleagues. Brian, when our local Erin
Brockovitch spreads the details of my plan it’s going to be huge
news. How you cover it is going to make a big difference. No big
front-page sensationalism, please.

BRIAN: Alex, I own the paper, I edit the paper. I decide how my news
is going to be treated.

ALEX: Brian, don’t get precious. My accountants tell me you’re running
at a loss because you can’t get enough advertising.

BRIAN: We’re beefing up our advertising sales team.

ALEX: From one to one more part time? That’s not going to save you.
What will save you is advertising from greatly increased commercial
activity.

BRIAN: I can’t let that influence the way I treat news.

ALEX: Brian, you're very endearing. Quite 7o Caich a Mockingbird
Gregory Peck-ish, but please get real. At the moment The Wallis
Heads Advocate would sell for less than my old Sony Walkman. If
you help this town achieve its potential, then in four to five years’
time you could sell it for a fortune and retire in style.

BRIAN: [ won’t overplay or underplay. But I won’t be told how to treat
this issue or any issue in the future.

ALAN: For Christ’s sake, Brian, take off your crusader’s cape! The
word is that the Greenies are trying to recruit Penny Poulter to run
for mayor.
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ALEX: She’s a shelf-stacker!!

ALAN: She is smart and tenacious and people trust her and she knows
everyone.

ALEX: We’ll outspend them ten to one. Twenty to one.

ALAN: There are a lot of tree-huggers in town who’ll vote for them.

ALEX: No-one’s going to vote in a pack of financially illiterate lunatics.

ALAN: The only cash flow they’ve ever handled came over a Centrelink
counter.

ALEX: Brian, you’re surely not going to treat them as serious contenders?

BRIAN: Their inexperience does weigh against them. I’ take that into
account.

ALEX: Brian, stop being so fuckwittedly even-handed. This town stays
as it is and your paper is dead in the water.

BRIAN: I can’t let my commercial interests influence my editorial
content.

ALEX: Murdoch’s been doing it for fifty years and he’s made seventy
billion.

ALAN: For God’s sake, get off your moral high horse!

BRIAN gets up to leave.

BRIAN: [ won’t sit here and be told what to do by anyone!
ALEX: I’m not telling you what to do. But if you don’t you’re roadkill.

BRIAN grunts angrily as he leaves.

ALAN: He’s really pissed off. If we lose him we could be in big trouble.

ALEX: [’ve never lost a fight yet and I’ve faced far more formidable
opponents than Penny Poulter and her deep-green dickheads!

ALAN: People like her.

ALEX: Nobody’s a saint. There has to be something she’s done we can
leak to social media. An affair with a married man?

ALAN: Do we need to go down that path?

ALEX: We need to go down any path that will get her out of the picture.
Does your wife belong to a book group?

ALAN: Yes but—

ALEX: Most efficient gossip machines on the planet. Ask her if she’s
heard anything. I’ve had my people trolling through social media but
so far nothing more than her drinking ‘sex on the beach’ cocktails
on Friday nights with her girlfriends. Ask your wife.
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That afternoon, ALEX has called GRACE into the office.

Somebody leaked my development plans and they’re about to be
printed in the local rag.

GRACE: Really?

ALEX: Council were told they were strictly confidential.

GRACE: Someone must have leaked.

ALEX: Yes, but why is what puzzles me. It could only be someone on
the council and they all want this to happen.

GRACE: It doesn’t seem to make sense, but then, human emotions often
don’t.

ALEX: Spare me your profundity, Grace. Just get the launch of my
foundation organised. Write a speech for Rachel to read. We want the
press to get exactly the right message. And get her in here. We need to
check if her mum, Little Betsy Bucolic, is poisoning the well.

Later that afternoon, ALEX talks to RACHEL, sitting opposite her
and doing a good imitation of a kindly old aunt.

So how are things with your mother?
RACHEL: What do you think?
ALEX: I'd hoped that wouldn’t be the case.
RACHEL: Greatest opportunity in my life and she’s still totally negative.
ALEX: It’s apparently a top university.
RACHEL: I checked out the website. It’s kickass. Savage.
ALEX: Which I presume means it’s good?
RACHEL: Awesome.

ALEX nods in acknowledgement.

ALEX: ’'m about to announce my foundation to the town and I'd like
you to be there with me.

RACHEL: Sure. Happy to.

ALEX: Your mother won’t be pleased.

RACHEL: My mother can go to hell. She’s never believed in me.

ALEX: So sad.

RACHEL: Never once.

ALEX: She knows you’ll be doing a degree in Marine Biology? I just
don’t get it.

RACHEL: Don’t try. I’ve given up.
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ALEX: Has she told you she’s planning to stand for mayor?

RACHEL: [startled] No. But that would be typical. Never tells me
anything.

ALEX: Really?

RACHEL: I find out eventually.

ALEX: Not good when a parent hides things.

RACHEL: Sometimes for good reason.

ALEX: Really.

RACHEL: She’s no saint I can tell you.

ALEX: What’s she done?

RACHEL: Things she wouldn’t like known, I can tell you.

ALEX: Rachel, if your mother and her cronies do win the election then
you realise they’ll block everything I want to do.

RACHEL: The foundation?

ALEX: All over, red rover.

RACHEL: No California.

ALEX: Sorry.

RACHEL: Shit!

ALEX: Rachel, I'd never try and ask you to do something you wouldn’t
want to do, but if your mother has done something she feels she has
to hide, then couldn’t this be something the voters should know?
Aren’t they entitled to know exactly who they’re electing?

RACHEL: [worried] You wouldn’t ever say where it came from?

ALEX: Of course not.

RACHEL hesitates.
RACHEL: No. Can’t.
RACHEL looks away.
ALEX: Your whole future could be at stake here.
RACHEL hesitates again.
RACHEL: She ... No, sorry. I can’t.
A little later, when RACHEL has gone, ALEX calls GRACE in.

ALEX: Grace, what was the name of those private investigators we used
to ferret out the dirt on Robbie Macklin?
[Off GRACE s frown] Rachel let slip that her mother has something
murky back there in her past.
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GRACE: Do you really want to go down that path?

ALEX: [angriy] Do you know how much money’s to be made if this
thing goes ahead?

GRACE: A lot.

ALEX: Huge, but it’s still a risk, and Penny standing for mayor is
starting to worry me. Get me their number. They’re really good.

Later that evening, RACHEL is in her room doing her homewortk.
PENNY comes in holding a copy of the Wallis Heads newspaper.

RACHEL: [holding up her homework for her mother to see] Ancient
History. Hannibal. Happy?

PENNY: [pointing at the headlines] Alex is about to announce her
foundation.

RACHEL: Yeah.

PENNY: So are you going to be part of it?

RACHEL: Yeah.

PENNY: And you’ll thank her?

RACHEL: Mum, this is like a dream come true for me.

PENNY: Yeah.

RACHEL: But what would you care? As far as you’re concerned it’s all
about you.

PENNY: No. It’s all about this town.

RACHEL: It’s all about what you want this town to be. You didn’t even
bother to tell me you were standing as mayor.

PENNY: I only finally decided yesterday.

RACHEL: [suddenly passionate] If your side wins it’s the end of the
foundation. I never get to join the best young surf team in the world.

PENNY: Darling, this is your dream. I get that, but maybe I’'m mmﬁ_zm
about a bigger issue.

RACHEL: [flaring] Everything’s a bigger issue than me isn’t it? Why do
you want this shitty little town to keep looking like a retrowreck!

PENNY: Shitty little town? Drive up to the headland and look down on
it.

RACHEL: What do you want me to do? Knock back the scholarship?
And the foundation money.

Beat.
Okay. It’s embarrassing for you. I get that. But it’s brilliant for me.
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PENNY goes fo walk away.

Can’t you at least acknowledge that Alex is being incredibly
generous?!

This is too much for PENNY. She turns back.

PENNY: Did Alex tell you that she’s only funding the first year of your
course?

RACHEL: [staring at her] No.

PENNY: Do you know how much tuition costs a year? Over forty
thousand US dollars. There’s no way I could fund you for the next
two.

RACHEL: Okay, not cool, but even one year would be great. I’ll be
amongst the best. I’d learn so much. I’d have a real chance of going
pro. But of course you’d never believe that, would you?

PENNY: | rang UCSB.

RACHEL: Why? You didn’t think it’s all kosher?

PENNY: I had my doubts. I spoke to the head surfing coach and they
loved what they saw on your clips. They thought you were great.
Sorry.

RACHEL: An apology?

PENNY: [flaring] Yes! I’m saying sorry!

RACHEL: What you really should say sorry about is laying it on me that
I only got this gig because Alex wanted to embarrass you!

This gets under PENNY s skin and finally tips the balance.

PENNY: You weren’t the first choice. When Alex realised who you
were, that’s when you became the first choice.

RACHEL stares at her.

RACHEL: Jesus, Mum. You’ll try anything.

PENNY: Sorry but it’s true.

RACHEL: How would you know that? Alex phones and tells you she’s
fucked you over?

PENNY: She’d settled on young Norm Seaton.

RACHEL: [staring at her] You’re making this up.

PENNY: [ wasn’t ever going to tell you but ... she’s such a liar!

RACHEL: How do you know?

PENNY: I know.
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RACHEL looks stunned. Tears form in her eyes. PENNY goes
across to put her arms around her.

I’m sorry. I'm so so sorry.
RACHEL pushes her away violently.

RACHEL: Fuck off!
PENNY: Sorry. I'm really sorry.
RACHEL furns on her eyes blazing.
RACHEL: You know what? I don’t give a shit! You get one great
opportunity in your life and I’ve just got mine. I’'m going to
California! And I’m going to live at Dad’s! He understands me one

hell of a lot better than you! I don’t give a shit how I got this chance,
I’m grabbing it.

She runs out of the room, crying. RACHEL sits down on the
nearest chair and slumps.

INTERVAL

A few days later, GRACE waits for someone in a quiet corner of a bar.
She s nursing a white wine. She looks at her watch. She s about to get
up and go when PENNY appears.

PENNY: So sorry I’'m late. Strategy meeting with my election team.

GRACE: You're definitely standing for mayor.

PENNY: Yes. And we’ve got an impressive team of candidates
challenging the pro-Alex mob.

GRACE: Ah.

PENNY: Why ‘ah’?

GRACE: As you well know, my esteemed boss is a gutter fighter.

PENNY: ['m aware of that.

GRACE: She hired private eyes to ferret about in your past.

PENNY: They won’t find anything.

GRACE: They did.

PENNY: What?

GRACE: You made money doing phone sex.

PENNY: Oh shit.

GRACE: It’s true?

PENNY: It was true. I’d left my husband and he was out of work and
paying no child support. I was cut to two days a week and Rachel
was just a bub and the financial situation was desperate. And I didn’t
get back on full time for years so it kept being desperate. High
school and she needed books, shoes, uniform, school excursions ...

GRACE: Are you still doing it?

PENNY: No, not for three years now. As soon as I got a full-time gig
I gave it up. But that won’t make any difference, will it?

GRACE: No.

PENNY: Alex’s going to release it?

GRACE: Not directly. It’ll leak out on social media. Then the media will
pick it up.

PENNY: Capital-city tabloids?

GRACE: For sure. It’s sleaze gold for them. Mayoral candidate sells sex.
Sotry, she’s a monster.

PENNY: Would she still leak it if I quit the race for mayor?

GRACE: Knowing her, she might. Insurance in case you changed your mind.
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Next morning, ALEX waits in her anteroom. She walks to the
window, looks out and then walks back and looks at her watch.
She hits a number on her iPhone.

ALEX: Grace, you can send her in.
PENNY enfers.

Can I order coffee? Tea?

PENNY: [’'m fine.

ALEX: | didn’t expect a visit from you.

PENNY: Stop playing Little Miss Innocent. I know what you’re about
to do.

ALEX: I don’t know what you’re talking about?

PENNY: Yes you bloody well do.

ALEX: Not really.

PENNY: How low can you stoop, Alex?

ALEX: [ have no idea what you’re talking about.

PENNY: Of course you do. I just can’t imagine any person except you
using it. ‘

ALEX: [holding eye contact, intense] In the sixties, Milton Friedman and
the Chicago School of Economics changed the world. Profoundly.
They told governments to cut the taxes of the wealthy and if they
did, these Titans of finance would make big profits and reinvest
those profits in new industries, create new jobs and we’d all grow
richer faster. Which might have worked, except most of those
Titans didn’t reinvest and create new wealth. They stashed forty
trillion dollars of profit into offshore tax havens. But I’m not one of
those. The minute I make a profit with one venture ’m like a hawk
up there circling, looking for my next. And because of that there are
twenty-nine thousand families in apartments and houses I’ve built,
Most of them ordinary Australians. I’ve also financed a massive
offshore windfarm under construction that will generate half a
gigawatt. And a solar farm in North Queensland that will power
a quarter-of-a-million homes. None of this is out of the goodness
of my heart but it still means I’ve done a hell of a lot more for the
world than you ever will. So don’t be so quick to turn me into the
devil incarnate.

PENNY: What you’re planning here is for the common good?
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ALEX: No. This is for Australia’s very wealthy. But it’s also the
biggest play I’ve made for quite some time. And it involves risk.
Half-a-billion dollars’ worth of risk. So. If T did know something
embarrassing about you, do you do you really think I’d tie one arm
behind my back to keep your little secret safe? Get real. For your
sake and mine, quit the race.

PENNY: If ] did, nothing would come out?

ALEX: There’d be no reason for it.

Beat.
So will you be pulling out?
PENNY holds direct eye contact with ALEX for some time.

PENNY: I was until a few seconds ago.

ALEX: Pull out. I’d rather not use it but I will if I have to.

PENNY: T know, but I can’t turn this town over to the kind of people you
want here. Greedy rich bastards who have never done anything for
anyone but themselves in their whole lives. My net worth is near
enough to zero, and most of the people I know here are the same.
But it doesn’t mean we’re worthless. I’ve lost count of the small
acts of kindness my friends have done for me over the years. I’'m
going to fight to keep my type of people here, not yours.

ALEX: My type of people always win. So good luck with that.

They hold eye contact for some seconds, then PENNY turns and
goes.

Next evening, PENNY is waiting for someone in the same bar.
Shes nursing a gin and tonic. RACHEL appears and sits down
opposite her mother without saying a word.

PENNY: Thanks for coming.

RACHEL: I’m not changing my mind.

PENNY: It’s not about that. You do what you have to do.

RACHEL: So what’s it about?

PENNY: This is ... Alex’s got some dirt on me and she’s going to make
sure people get to hear.

RACHEL: What?

PENNY: It’s not great. I didn’t ever want you to know.

RACHEL: Right.
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PENNY: I just wanted you to be forewarned.

RACHEL: Right.

PENNY: Don’t you want to hear what it is?

RACHEL: Oh. Er yeah.

PENNY: [ could only get half-time work for years, I was getting no child
support from your father, you were starting at school and ...

RACHEL: And?

PENNY: I was a phone sex worker for years.

RACHEL: Oh.

PENNY: [ wasn’t all that good at it but I made enough to keep us afloat.
Alex’s bloodhounds found out.

RACHEL: Oh hell.

PENNY: Alex will spread it on social media. It will probably be picked
up by the tabloids.

RACHEL: Tabloids? Sydney? Melbourne?

PENNY: ‘Mayoral candidate does phone sex.’

RACHEL: Pull out of the race.

PENNY: I can’t.

RACHEL: Mum, are you crazy? You’re telling me you know what’s
going to happen and you’re still going ahead.

PENNY: I can’t back down. The people of this town deserve a choice!

RACHEL: I’m going to cop it too! Daughter of a sex worker?

PENNY: Yeah, I know.

RACHEL: But that’s okay?

PENNY: No it’s not. If I did pull out that’d be the reason.

RACHEL: But of course you won’t pull out because you’re so stubborn
you teach bloody mules how to be stubborn.

PENNY: I couldn’t face myself if I didn’t fight!

RACHEL: Youw’ll carry this for the rest of your life. You want that?

PENNY: Of course bloody not!

RACHEL: Then just admit she’s won and step down, for Christ’s sake!

PENNY: I can’t.

Bear.

I hope—
RACHEL: What?
PENNY: You don’t feel too—

5
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RACHEL: What?

PENNY: Ashamed of me for ...

RACHEL: What?

PENNY: Making money satisfying all kinds of grubby male fantasies.

RACHEL: Jesus, Mum. What do you think I am? Little Miss Prissy-
Knickers? ’m seventeen.

PENNY: What’s that mean?

RACHEL: You think any seventeen-year-old these days doesn’t know
something about grubby men’s fantasies? 1 was listening to rap
when I was twelve!

PENNY: Yes but you—

RACHEL: By the time I was fifteen I knew that men were an incurably
grubby species and that you had to either live with that or become a
nun. And nuns don’t get to do much surfing.

PENNY: Yes but. ...

RACHEL: Mum, don’t do your headless-chook thing. It’s okay. You
were up against it. It was the only work you could get.

PENNY: I hated doing it. I felt really ashamed.

RACHEL: One day I’ll tell you a few things I’'m ashamed of when you’re
mature enough to cope with it.

PENNY: I didn’t ever sleep with them.

RACHEL: It wouldn’t particularly worry me if you had.

PENNY: It wouldn’t?

RACHEL: Mum, it’s called sex work. It’s happened forever.

PENNY: If I do go ahead, there’s going to be some bad stuff online, isn’t
there?

RACHEL: Hideous, so don’t.

PENNY: I can’t pull out now.

RACHEL: [angrily] Mum, you’re not going to win in any case. Please
just promise me that you’ll call Alex tomorrow and tell her you’ve
pulled out.

PENNY: I can’t.

RACHEL: Then you’re a total numbnut!

An angry RACHEL turns on her heel and storms off.

A few days later, ALEX has ALAN in her office. He's sitting and
she's pacing again and she s angry.
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ALEX: What are you telling me, Alan? The council’s threatening to vote
down my proposals?

ALAN: No. Not at this stage, no.

ALEX: Not at this stage?

ALAN: Thanks to Brian and his bloody Jjournalistic ‘integrity’,
everybody in the town knows about your development applications
and it’s a different ball game.

BRIAN: [angrily] I played it straight down the middle.

ALEX: Shadows over the beach by one-thirty? That helps us?

BRIAN: It’s a fact that has to be reported,

ALAN: Not if you want us to win! Are you going to support our team
editorially or not?

BRIAN: Yes [ am! But the news I publish has to be objective.,

ALAN: There’s objective and too bloody objective.

BRIAN: No. There is only objective, objective.

ALEX: Brian if we are being objective, the objective fact is that
objectively you are soon going to be bankrupt! Now stop being
such a moralistic dickwit or that shelf-stacker will sink the whole
bloody lot of us!

ALAN: Get the foundation launched. That’ll help.

ALEX: It will, as long as Atticus Finch here doesn’t relegate it to a
paragraph on page bloody twenty.

BRIAN: I'll give it full coverage.

ALEX: With big colour photos. And make sure your photographer
captures the money shot when my arm’s around young Rachel, who
with any luck will be tearing up.

ALAN: I’'m sure the launch will steady the ship.

ALEX: If it doesn’t I’ve still got a killer blow up my sleeve,

BRIAN: Killer blow?

ALAN: What?

ALEX: You don’t need to know.

BRIAN: Perhaps I do.

ALEX: No you don’t. In fact neither of you heard me even mention it.
Just assume that Little Miss Righteous isn’t going to be a worry.

ALAN: When does this thing we’ve never heard about happen?

ALEX: Let’s get the foundation launched, then if my private polling
shows that it still isn’t enough then this will.
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ALAN: You’re sure?
ALEX: Alan, Mother Teresa wouldn’t survive it.

ALAN and BRIAN look at each other with frowns.

An empty stage with a platform. ALAN, as the mayor, makes
an introduction. The media is all offstage nominally where the
audience is. GRACE stands there at ALEX s side.

ALAN: Good afternoon and welcome to you, gentlemen and ladies
of our local media. Contrary to some press stereotyping, Alex is
in fact a generous and caring person who is planning to add far
more to Wallis Heads than just bricks and mortar. [’m here today as
your mayor to announce the first of her many initiatives. The Alex
Whittle Creative Foundation, dedicated to identifying, financing
and developing exceptional talent in our town. Here’s Alex Whittle
herself and the first lucky recipient of generous help from the
foundation, brilliant young surfing prodigy, Rachel Poulter.

There’s a gasp of surprise and buzz from the media as ALEX and
an embarrassed RACHEL come onstage.

ALEX: Yes it might seem a bit odd that the first young talent I'm
supporting is the daughter of a mayoral candidate who seems
hellbent on torpedoing my plans to inject a large amount of much-
needed development capital into this community. As I’ve admitted
to Rachel, I was tempted to strike her name off the list of candidates,
but I’m not that sort of person. Rachel was the best of the best and
I couldn’t penalise her because of her mother. Rachel has described
this as an unbelievable dream come true, which makes what I’'m
doing with this foundation incredibly rewarding to me. But I’ll let
Rachel say a few words herself. Rachel?

RACHEL steps forward hesitantly with the prepared speech in her
hand. She looks down at it and puts it aside and looks intensely
at the audience.

RACHEL: When I was told I got this scholarship it was a dream come true.
I thought, full marks to Alex. Choosing the daughter of her loudest
opponent. Legend. But it turns out there was something else going on
here. It turns out I only became the first choice when Alex found out
I was Penny’s daughter. But it was a great opportunity and I was still
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tempted. Big time. Then I found out a few more things that didn’t sit easy
with me. But let’s be fair, Alex’s scheme is a good one. Helping talented
kids. Who could not like? So let’s applaud the real winner, Alex’s first
first choice. Our very talented tennis prodigy, Normie Seaton.

ALEX: [fersely] What the fuck!

There is a loud babble of excitement and surprise from the media,
ALEX looks stunned and furious. RACHEL walks off the stage with
ALEX staring after her. GRACE, standing beside ALEX, tries to wipe
a big grin off her face when her boss turns towards her. A babble
of questions are hurled at ALEX from the offstage press contingent.

ALAN: [lamely] Congratulations, young Norman Seaton. As
Shakespeare said, ‘All’s well that ends well.” Thanks for coming.

The lights snap off
A little later in the evening, RACHEL turns up in PENNY s house.

RACHEL: Hi Mum.
PENNY: Hi.

RACHEL: You heard?
PENNY: I heard.

She moves across to her daughter and hugs her:
Will you stay for dinner?
RACHEL nods.
RACHEL: Is it okay if I move back?
PENNY nods.
PENNY: I’ve been missing you like crazy.

RACHEL goes fo the door and brings in her suitcase, which she
dumps in the doorway leading to her room.

RACHEL: I can’t take Dad’s new girlfriend any longer. At least an
airhead has air in her head. Dimity? Pure vacuum!

PENNY: That’s the way your dad likes *em. Used to give me underarm
deodorant with aluminium in it ’cause he heard it lowered IQ.

Beat.

I 'know how much you wanted this. We’ll get you there somehow.
Crowd-fund.
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RACHEL: No, here’s fine. The California waves are shit compared with
ours.

PENNY: Are you saying that to make me feel better.

RACHEL: No. I’ve got a real chance of winning the state title next year.
The way UCSB reacted to my surf clips confirmed it.

PENNY: I’ve got a little bit stashed away and—

RACHEL: No, all my friends are here. My coach is one of the best in the
world. I just got taken in by all the ‘America is best’ stuff we get
hammered with all the time in the media.

PENNY: What you did today was ... I cried for about ten minutes.

RACHEL: There’s more to it, Mum.

PENNY looks at her, frowning.
I was the one who gave her the hint you were hiding something,
PENNY stares al her daughter.

I didn’t say what, but she picked up on it. And no doubt got her
bloodhounds onto it.

PENNY: How did you know?

RACHEL: The waves were shithouse one afternoon and I came home
early.

PENNY: When I was doing it?

RACHEL: I actually thought it was a bit funny.

PENNY: Funny?

RACHEL: Not many kids have a mum who can have an orgasm shelling
peas.

PENNY holds out her arms and they hug. It s a hug of forgiveness.

But for Christ’s sake come to your senses and bloody well pull out
of the race!

PENNY: I can’t.

RACHEL: Mum, you’ve got as much chance of being elected as a
Lesbian First Nations Green in Far North Queensland.

PENNY: I can’t let Alex’s stooges get back without a fight.

RACHEL: Mum, the tabloids will be bad enough but the online trolls—

PENNY: Yes, I know.

RACHEL: Okay. I give up. Live with it.

PENNY: And you live with the fact that if you’re living back here you—
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RACHEL: Get enough credits to pass my QCE? Don’t worry. I’'m doing
a degree in Marine Biology here at USQ and I’'m still going to win
the world title, just to show you I can!

She gets up and carts her case offstage in the direction of her
room. Her mother watches her go and shakes her head.

GRACE has been summonsed by ALEX, who waits in her hotel
Suite anteroom later that evening. GRACE enters.

GRACE: Yes, Alex.

ALEX: Something’s been puzzling me, Grace.

GRACE: What’s that?

ALEX: The leaks.

[Off GRACE s deadpan reaction] So Penny gets to find out my
precise development plans. A leak from council? Seems it has to be,
But does it make sense. Why? All of them stand to benefit in a big
way if my applications go through.

GRACE: Yes, it’s puzzling,

ALEX: Yes it is. Then today. Rachel turns down something we all know
she desperately wants and I’ve got egg, big time on my face.

GRACE: Yes, I was puzzled.

ALEX: How did she know that Norman Seaton was my first choice?

GRACE: A mystery.

ALEX: Tell me, Grace, who is the only person apart from myself that
knew both my future plans for this town and the fact that we’d
bumped Norman Seaton and chose Rachel? Take your time,

GRACE: Me.

ALEX: And that’s how Penny knew | knew about the phone sex. You’ve
been deliberately betraying me?

GRACE: Yes.

ALEX: After all I've done for you?

GRACE: Let me remind you what you’ve done for me, Alex. You’ve
humiliated me at least once every single day I've worked for you.
Ive been called a fool, an idiot, and a moron. I’ve been told I'm
incompetent, that hiring me was a mistake, that, your ten-year-old
niece was smarter than I am, that someone forgot to pay my brain
bill, that I must have fallen out of my family tree, that I was as
bright as Hobart in winter, and quite a few more.
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ALEX: Grace, don’t be so bloody chi-chi.

GRACE: Alex, nobody has probably ever dared tell you this but you are
a ... fucking monster!

ALEX: And here’s something you are ... fired!

GRACE: I was fired over a week ago. You just weren’t going to tell me
until my replacement arrives.

ALEX: How did you know?

GRACE: She called me to ask what it was like to work for you. I told
her, so now you’ll have to find someone else.

ALEX: Get out of my sight.

GRACE: When you die, Alex, there’ll be a lot of people at your funeral
but not one of them will shed a single tear. When Penny Poulter dies
there won’t be as many but they’ll weep buckets.

ALEX: Tears at a funeral? That’s your test of success in life?

GRACE: It’s a better one than the value of your estate.

GRACE walks away, then turns back angrily,

And if you have one decent bone in your body you won’t let loose
the media on Penny.

[Off ALEXS reaction] But of course you will. The scorpion
stings. It’s in its nature.

This time she goes. ALEX glares at her departing figure.

On the large screen we see the gleeful media barrage play out. We
get a taste of the horrors of the online vicious trolling on the social
Platforms such as Twitter and Facebook. Appalling messages such
as ‘Go away and die slut’ ‘Stick to cock sucking, bitch!’ are briefly
interspersed with smartarse headlines that shriek ‘Phone Sex
Mayor?’ ‘Penny offers electors a happy ending’, ‘Penny promises
relief” ‘Oh Come all Ye voters’ And more moralistic stuff. ‘Has she
no shame?’ ‘Sex worker candidate—new electoral low’, Morning-
show hosts make snide comments about how interesting it could
be to ring the mayoral chambers if she wins.

PENNY sits in a near catatonic trance in her living room. RACHEL
comes home from school.

RACHEL: Didn’t go to work? Again?

PENNY: Couldn’t face it.
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RACHEL: I warned you!

PENNY: I didn’t think it’d be this bad.

RACHEL: It’s called a pile-on. Moralising pricks. Are you okay?

PENNY: No. Have you read any of today’s trolls?

RACHEL: Don’t!

PENNY: How am I supposed to cope with all that scorn and hate?

RACHEL: By remembering there are still plenty of good people in the world.

PENNY: Where have they gone?

RACHEL: They don’t get a voice. The media gives its megaphone to the
scumbags.

PENNY: Sure does.

RACHEL: They sell papers. They’ve stuffed up their own lives so they
unload all their hate and envy on any target they can find.

PENNY: I'm sorry I didn’t listen to you.

RACHEL shakes her head ruefully.

RACHEL: If ever there was a muley cadooley, it’s you.

PENNY: I can’t take it any more. I’m going to toss it in.

RACHEL: Don’t you fucking dare! You’ve put us through all of this
hell—it’s not going to be for nothing!

PENNY: I’m not going to win.

RACHEL: I know! But for fuck’s sake you’re going to fight.

PENNY: Why?

RACHEL: Because there are good people out there.

PENNY: Who?

RACHEL: Even if you only get twenty percent that’s still a lot of good
people.

PENNY: You want to keep copping all this shit?

RACHEL: It’s not as bad as I thought it’d be. The boys are their usual
shitty snotty sneery smut-rag selves but the girls ... alot of them’ve
been slut-shamed too.

PENNY: Slut-shamed? That’s what I’ve been? Slut-shamed?

RACHEL: Big time. Mrs Mansfield—my psychology teacher—this
just happened today—out of the blue—said to me that I had a very
brave mother. She said everyone in town knows who’s behind it and

that a surprising amount would be on your side.
PENNY: Yeah?
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RACHEL: I said to myself, shit yeah. And started to feel proud. Sure
you’re a mule-head but you've also got guts.

PENNY: Yeah, but—

RACHEL: Take the front foot, Mum. Keep fighting. Take her on. All this
crap we’ve gone through has to be for something.

Some time later, PENNY enters Brian’s office. BRIAN looks up.
There’s a silence.

BRIAN: So sorTy.

PENNY: At least you didn’t join the pile-on.

BRIAN: I was sickened by it.

PENNY: You know where it came from.

BRIAN: Yes.

PENNY: And you’re still going to support her?

BRIAN: Unless there’s more money pumped into this town, I’'m facing
bankruptcy.

PENNY: Brian, the community needs the paper. It’s our lifeblood. If ’'m
elected the council will double its public-interest advertising.

BRIAN: Penny, you can’t really think you’re going to win. After this—

PENNY: I’d have a much better chance if you supported me.

BRIAN: I'd love to, but—

PENNY: The least you could bloody do is publish this.

She hands him a folder. He reads. Then looks at her.
Yeah, a challenge. A head-on bloody challenge.

ALEX faces BRIAN and ALAN. Shes got a copy of The Wallis
Heads Advocate in her hands.

ALEX: [fo BRIAN] Why did you publish it? She’s totally discredited.
She’s a joke. Why would I debate her?
BRIAN indicates the paper.

BRIAN: Since this came out I’m being inundated with emails and phone
calls wanting it to happen. .

ALAN: [fo ALEX] Might be wise to do it. The mood is shifting out there.

ALEX: Fine. She wants it, she’ll get it. I’1l wipe the floor with her.

The debate is televised. PENNY is on one side of the screen,
ALEX on the other, with television reporter JOEL in the middle
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moderating. Onstage it’s watched by ALAN, RACHEL and BRIAN,
who are all in the studio audience.

JOEL: Penny, perhaps we should start by addressing the elephant in the
room. You still feel you’re a viable future mayor given your—

PENNY: Given my lurid past? Yes I do, Joel. I did what I did out of
sheer economic necessity. I didn’t enj oy it but it served its purpose.

JOEL: Alot of media commentators are saying that you’ve ruled yourself
out as a fit and proper person to occupy the high office of mayor?

PENNY: An opinion they’re perfectly entitled to hold. But luckily we
live in a democracy and I'll abide by the judgement of the electors.

JOEL: Alex. There is some talk around town that you could have been
responsible for Penny’s past becoming public knowledge.

ALEX: That’s absolutely outrageous. Unlike some I play the game hard
but I play it fair and honest.

JOEL: Do you have any thoughts on the moral issue. Is Penny a fit and
proper person for high office?

ALEX: Frankly, if T were Penny I would have ruled myself out of the
race long ago.

JOEL: Well, as Penny says it’s up to the electors to decide. Penny, what’s
your vision of this town’s future?

PENNY: I want Wallis Heads to remain a caring, inclusive community.
Not just a picturesque backdrop for wealthy tourists to eat at
ridiculously pricey restaurants and buy fashionwear and Jjewellery.
And a place where wealthy residents build huge concrete-and-glass
palaces that they occupy three weeks a vear when they’re not in
Europe or on luxury cruises.

JOEL: And your vision, Alex?

ALEX: Not that ridiculous caricature of what is about to happen when
linvest in a big way in this community. Yes, successful people will
come here. And they will inject large amounts of money into the
local economy and tumn it into a thriving upmarket coastal gem that
provides jobs, jobs and more jobs. Hotel management and reception,
apprentice chefs, Uber drivers, waiters, local tour operators, surfing
teachers, horse-riding instructors.

PENNY: Servants to the rich. Low-wage jobs whose workers won’t be
able to afford to rent in town and who will have to travel fifty Ks
every day to and from work. If Alex’s plans go ahead hundreds of
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renters who are already struggling to pay their rent and have been
here for decades will be forced out.

ALEX: We live in a market economy. This is a beautiful town. More
and more people are realising it and willing to pay good money to
live here. To try and stop that is as useless as King Canute trying to
hold back the tide.

JOEL: Is the tide unstoppable, Penny?

PENNY: This is a beautiful town and yes, people are going to come
but if I'm elected they’ll come on our terms. We’ll restore the
land earmarked for social housing and make a real effort to get
it happening. We’ll make the four-storey height recommendation
mandatory, not just a suggestion. More public land will be gazetted
as permanent National Park. We will ensure that Wallis Heads
remains a place where ordinary Australians can still afford to live
and where our natural beauty won’t be destroyed.

JOEL: Okay, time to wrap this up. Alex?

ALEX: I'm prepared to risk hundreds of million of dollars to transform
this town into one that’ll be the envy of Australia. A town that
people aspire to either visit or to live in. That’s what I’1l be creating.
A place that, sure, not every one can afford, but one that everyone
can aspire to, and without something to aspire to, what’s the point
of living?

JOEL: Penny?

PENNY: What’s the point of living? For people like me it’s to live in
a caring community where money isn’t everything. Which is hard
and getting harder, because let’s face it, this country has become the
country of the great divide. On one side are Alex’s people. On the
other are mine. If Alex has her way, in ten years’ time all my side
of the divide will be able to do in Wallis Heads is press our noses
against the glass wall of privilege and watch her lot do the dance
of the no-limit American Express card. Elect me and I’ll make sure
that never happens.

JOEL: Well, that’s it for this evening. Aspiration versus community. It’s
your choice. Thank you, Alex and Penny. You’ve given our voters
a clear choice.

ALEX is facing a worried ALAN and BRIAN just after the show
in the studio.
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ALAN: [gloomy] Penny was impressive.
ALEX: And I wasn’t?
ALAN: We're being deluged with angry texts and emails and voicemails.
Your high-rise hotels in particular are getting a furious response.
ALEX: You back out now, Alan, and I’ll have the best team of lawyers
in Australia suing your council for the million-or-so dollars of
planning money and legal advice spent on the assurance I’d get the
permits to build.

ALAN: Calm down. We’re still backing you, Alex. You Jjust might need
to increase your election spend.

ALEX: Jesus! I'm already spending money faster than a Saudi king’s
harem in Harrods.

ALAN: If you want this to happen we need more.

ALEX: [fo BRIAN] I can still count on your support editorially?

ALAN: You're still with us?

BRIAN: No, sorry. I'm with Penny. I prefer her future to Alex’s.

ALEX: You’re happy to go bankrupt.

BRIAN: I'll take that risk.

ALEX: Get real. The town is never going to vote for Penny and her
Green loonies. You’ve picked the losing side.

BRIAN: We’ll see.

On the large television screen, we see a cheering room of
supporters celebrating PENNY § victory. PENNY is in Jront of the
microphone giving her thanks.

PENNY: [on screen] Id like to thank the people of Wallis Heads for
putting their faith and trust in my team. I received a phone call
from Alex Whittle a few minutes ago. I guess you could call it
a congratulatory call except for the fact that she said I only won

because everyone who voted for me had their head up their arse,
but still.

The crowd laugh.

Okay, Alex is quitting here and turning her attention elsewhere but
as | warned you our fight will never be over. There’l] be other Alexes
who’ll want to do what she did. But I swear to you I will fight with
all my strength and heart to make sure that they don’t succeed.
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A few days later, ALEX faces PENNY, who has come to see her in
her hotel anteroom. There are packed suitcases on the floor as
she prepares to leave.

ALEX: What do you want?

PENNY: Maybe an apology for the fact that I’ll be sniggered at behind
my back for the rest of my life, but of course that’s never going to
happen is it.

ALEX: I gave you the option to withdraw.

PENNY: And if T had you would’ve been starting to stuff up our town
already.

ALEX: What are you here for?

PENNY: To tell you that we’re about to rescind your option to buy the
social housing land for your golf course.

ALEX: [ wasn’t going ahead with it in any case.

PENNY: Good.

ALEX: I miscalculated. The phone-sex thing worked for you, not
against you,

PENNY: Maybe because just enough people are still basically decent.
But mixing in your shark pool, you wouldn’t meet any like that,
would you?

ALEX: People like me have—

PENNY: Housed a lot of people and saved us a lot of carbon and become
extremely wealthy doing it.

ALEX: So what are you really here to tell me? ThatI’m a horrible person?
[ know that and really quite enjoy it. It means I can say exactly what
I think a hundred percent of the time. And that’s brilliant.

Beat.

Seeing as you’re here, I'll give you a little dose of reality in case
you get too carried away with your victory. This country isn’t about
to become kind and gentle and fair just because you’d like it to be.
We are a species defined by one overriding characteristic: ambition.
Ambition for ourselves and our families, and nothing is ever going
to change that. Money is always going to win out in the end.

PENNY: At least half-a-dozen people have told me they voted for me,
even though your plan would’ve doubled their net worth, because
they like the town as it is.
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ALEX: There’ll always be a few soft-heads. Most of us know there’ll
always be winners and losers and make sure they’re winners.

She moves to the door and turns.

You’ve appointed Grace as your personal assistant?

PENNY: If she could cope with you, she could cope with anything.
ALEX: [contemplative] Nobody’s ever got the better of me before.
You’re quality. If you ever want a job working for me, just call.

PENNY: That would be my number-one nightmare.
ALEX: Join the winners. I’d pay three times what you’ll get here.
PENNY: Make that thirty times and I’l] think about it.

ALEX smiles and PENNY turns and walks out the door.

Back in her own mayoral office, PENNY strides in to see GRACE
watching a news broadcast on the office television screen. The
newsreader tells us that corporate profits have risen by record
levels for the fourth quarter in a row but that Jfood anxiety is now

being suffered by three million Australian households. She turns
the television off

We’re going to move straight way on the four-storey height limit
and we’re going to really pressure the state government for seed

money for social housing and we’re going move on the short-term
rental situation.

GRACE: Short-term rental. Tricky.

PENNY: I'm sick of big-city investors buying up our houses, making a
fortune out of Airbnb’ing them, and driving up rents for locals.

GRACE: Ban short-term letting?

PENNY: Yes.

GRACE raises her eyebrows.

GRACE: Wow. There’ll be very loud screams.
PENNY: Then it’s about time we learned to stop flinching.

[Turning in the direction of where ALEX s hotel is] Okay, Alex.
You’re right. Fairness is pretty much a lost cause in our sunburnt
bloody county, our land of sweeping plains. But that battered old
warhorse called democracy has handed me a chance to fight a bit

of a rearguard action and by the ghost of bloody Ben Chifley I'm
going to do it.
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She turns to GRACE.
Okay by you, Grace? Take on the greedy shitheads?
GRACE gives a thumbs-up.
GRACE: Bloody oath!

They high-five each other and smile. Maybe it s only a temporary
victory but they 're going to try.

THE END




