After Sunday - Bush Theatre
Welcome to this introduction to After Sunday. The funny and affecting debut play from Bush Writers’ Group alum Sophia Griffin, is a searing examination of the intertwining lives of four people as they fight to find hope for a better future. This world premiere production is directed by Belgrade Theatre Artistic Director Corey Campbell and features live cooking on stage.

The play lasts for 1 hour and 40 minutes, with no interval.  The live audio description will be given by myself, Ruth James.

The theatre’s website sets the scene like this: 
Ty, Leroy and Daniel have signed up to a new Caribbean cooking group. It’s led by their Occupational Therapist, Naomi, who really needs it to go well. Believing in the healing power of food, Naomi is brimming with plans to evoke memories of Sunday dinners at home with family, to get the men to talk, share and create something special.

But when you’re locked in a secure hospital, too much food for thought can be a bad thing.

Each Sunday the hospital is transformed with the smells and flavours of home, and together the four embark on a challenging journey of self-discovery where it’s not just the pans that threaten to boil over. As the heat in the kitchen rises, the group is forced to reckon with uncomfortable truths – not only about who they really are, but also to face what they did that led them to become trapped within the system.

For this production the space is set up in a thrust arrangement, with the seats arranged on three sides of the stage.  The stage itself is raised a foot high above the floor of the theatre, with a metre wide strip around it, defined near the back wall by a wooden floor of straight planking, with a section at the front of black and white tiles, like the floor of a kitchen.  This strip represents the world outside the secure hospital, and is lit a warm gold as part of Naomi’s walk to work, when she talks on her mobile to her family and friends.  It is reached through two wooden doors in the back wall, one each side of the thrust stage.

The gap underneath the stage is open, and, on all three sides, in between the wooden struts which support it, are piled books, boxes, bags and various props used in the show.  Large white boxes are labelled with the names of the men – Vincent, Ty, Daniel and Leroy.  Other boxes are labelled with words used to define mental states, such as ‘schizophrenia’ and ‘highly disturbed personality’. Propped against the boxes are pictures of the psychological Rorschach Inkblot Tests, still used to assist in diagnoses.

The raised stage itself is an ordered and spotlessly clean kitchen within the hospital, used for Naomi’s cooking sessions, with unseen windows in the front non-existent wall, looking out towards us.

The back wall is full of cupboards above and below a waist-high counter, with a double sink and mixer tap and an electric hob set into it. An oven is beneath the hob and a fridge/freezer is on the far right.  On the counter, backed by clean white tiles, is a microwave, a white kettle and grey storage jars, along with a container of pens and an ipad.  There’s also a blue wall telephone.  When we arrive, four coloured aprons lie across the counter.  

The doors to the cupboards are neatly painted a welcoming pale bluish green.  The floor is a darker blue lino, and the door into the kitchen, on the left, is a royal blue, with a long rectangular glass window.  

However, through this door is glimpsed a long corridor of similar closed blue doors and a blue carpet, stretching off into the distance, and beside the door is a panel that glows green accompanied by a loud buzz, as the door is unlocked - only released with a pass or from outside. There is also a yellow beacon warning light suspended in the ceiling outside the door.  

This acknowledgement of being within an institution is strengthened by each cupboard being clearly labelled with their contents as well as there being locks on each cupboard – especially on the drawers labelled ‘knives’ and ‘cutlery’, kept locked at all times.  Even the fridge is labelled with its name, as well as the names of the men on the course on magnetic stickers above more stickers of various food groups or tasks.  Above the fridge is a large sign reading ‘Session 1’ and the number changes as the sessions pass. 

Yet more hints of the otherness of the situation are given.  The top layer of cupboards are grimy, with dirty, yellowing labels of mental health conditions – ‘autism spectrum disorder’, ‘extraversion’ and so on.   Suspended above the kitchen and covering the whole space is a white sheet, with dark shapes weighing it down in several places, reminiscent of the Rorschach inkblots.  When the kitchen isn’t brightly lit, a diffuse light glows through the sheet, sometimes pinkish or a tawny yellow.

There are four spotlessly clean, stainless steel trolleys evenly spaced across the kitchen. They are the cooking stations for the men – each set out as we arrive with three bowls of different sizes – one small green bowl, one mid-sized light blue and a large darker blue one.  There is also a white chopping board and on the lower shelf a white plastic container for used tea towels and implements.  These trolleys roll easily on bright red wheels and are sometimes spun across the room, whirling swiftly.

To add to the intended welcoming atmosphere, Naomi has strung a line of small, brightly coloured flags across the kitchen, hanging beneath the white sheet.  They are of all the nations of the Caribbean – including Antigua, Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago.

Naomi herself is a warm-hearted white woman in her early twenties, full of enthusiasm.  She wears minimal make-up and her dark brown hair is smoothed back neatly from her lightly tanned, heart-shaped face, and held in a curly high knot.  She’s clad in a jade-green overall top, with a mandarin collar and deep pockets on the front, worn over narrow-legged black trousers.  There’s a yellow name badge pinned to one side and an NHS logo and rainbow badge on the other.  A black pouch is tied round her waist from which dangles a variety of keys and passes.  Her shoes are white trainers, and she first appears in a large brown puffa coat.  When cooking, Naomi ties a grey apron around her waist.

The three men, Ty, Daniel and Leroy, are all of black Afro-Caribbean heritage.

Ty is the youngest and the first man to speak.  He’s a light-skinned black man, probably still in his late teens; with a round face, framed with a mop of curly afro and a full moustache and beard, that sticks out in a point.  Initially, he moves with an unfettered confidence, dominating the room with his long strides and strong presence – aided by his imposing build and height of 6’4”.  Ty arrives in a black Hoodrich track suit, patterned with white piping and black gel trainers.  Later he adds a grey top and many pocketed canvas waistcoat and at one point appears in long baggy black shorts with the grey top and high grey socks, squeezing a green stress ball.  Ty grabs the grey apron as his, and works at the front left station.

Daniel is older than Ty, perhaps in his thirties, his head smoothly bald and with a neatly trimmed black beard and moustache.  Although only a couple of inches shorter than Ty, he seems smaller, as he is self-contained and retiring, especially at first – indeed, at the first sign of trouble, or even raised voices, he hunches over and wrings his hands together anxiously, his round eyes wide.  Daniel wears casual black trousers, with a variety of untucked shirts or polo shirts – at first grey, then later maroon and later still a bright red.  On his feet are cheapish black laced shoes and he wears the striped blue and white apron as he works at the back left station.

Leroy is much older, and has been in the hospital for some time, so long that he is entrusted with a pass for the door. His head is close-shaved and he has a grizzled goatee.  Leroy holds himself with an upright dignity although his right arm occasionally quivers, and when under stress, his whole body jerks slightly, and his head and mouth twitch.  He wears a white t-shirt under a series of different shirts – mainly brown checks or yellow – or a pale lemon colour polo shirt, under a black cardigan jacket, all worn over dark blue baggy jeans.  His shoes are old-school black leather loafers and he adopts the red apron as he stands at the front right work station, or fries his dumplings in a pan on the hob.

At the beginning and also between some scenes in the kitchen, Naomi is  spotlit as she talks – either on the mobile or to an interviewer – her supervisor, whose questions are represented by a buzzing noise.  As she does, the men leap in, silently moving and contorting their bodies.  They reach out, their arms extended in swiftly violent thrusts, then rapidly fold inwards again.  In the dim light, the movement sequences seem to flicker and pulse. 

The venue would like to share the following content warnings. 
After Sunday contains: references to self-harm, threats of violence, death, murder; discussion of mental illness, prison and incarceration along with themes of institutional racism and strong language throughout.  This show also contains loud noises, including loud music, flashing and flickering lights and haze effects throughout.

Please note that there is live cooking of onion, peppers, garlic, spring onion and plantain on stage. If you have any allergy concerns, please get in touch on info@bushtheatre.co.uk.
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