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            Introduction

         

         
            Sometimes plays are born from two thoughts that drop randomly into a writer’s head, and align. This early work, Anna Bella Eema, began when my passing knowledge of the Jewish Golem myth – a Rabbi makes a man out of mud – bumped up against a local news story about an impoverished woman living in a trailer home whose children were taken from her by Child Protective Services.

            Growing up Catholic, I was always drawn to mysticism and ritual. I found the Golem myth entrancing, but I was overwhelmed by its masculinity.

            The tone of the news story startled me, drenched as it was in entitled judgement. A male reporter, speaking sternly. The trailer home was derelict; the monster mother responsible for both her own offspring and her sister’s. No running water or electricity. Children at risk of dehydration and neglect.

            Then the reporter let the woman speak. She was well-kept, and weeping. She was short on cash, and her sister was very sick. She was doing the best she could. She was getting water from her neighbour and pouring it in the toilet, and keeping some for dishes. She hoped to have the money to turn on the electricity soon.

            Where did the truth lie? In the reporter or the woman?

            I sat down to write: trailer home, single mom in crisis, girl made from mud by a girl. Early attempts to write this as a box-set, realistic play failed quickly. This story wanted prismatic perspective. I let the single mother, Irene, start speaking, then realised she was speaking directly to the audience, then that she wanted to sing. The form of the play – a spoken and sung ghost story – grew organically from Irene’s opening words. The music by Chris Sidorfsky helped to theatricalize Irene’s inner life, her fierce survival instincts and those of her daughter, Annabella.

            Anna Bella Eema was first produced eighteen years ago, in a warehouse theatre space in Austin, Texas, in 2001, and then in 2003 in a 100-seat black box in downtown New York. Since then, it has been produced in dozens of fierce, experimental theatres across the US. I love that this play has provided challenging roles to virtuosic actresses living in cities of many sizes throughout my country.

            I was thrilled when Jessica Lazar and Atticist Theatre approached me about a London production at the Arcola. I was moved by their enthusiasm for the work, and energised by Atticist’s stellar reputation for close collaborations with playwrights on revival. I asked Jessica if she would be up for me doing a bit of work on the script. I felt there was some reframing needed, since the world has become dominated by screens and the internet, and I wanted to revisit one dastardly section that I could never get quite right (there’s always one, isn’t there?)

            I’m grateful to Atticist and Faber & Faber for letting me stay in process with this piece, even after all these years. Here’s to more stories about growth, change, and conjuring strength and resilience out of the dirt.

         

         Lisa D’Amour, August 2019

      

   


   
      
         

            Author’s Notes

         

         
            Anna Bella Eema is written for three actresses sitting in three chairs.

            In performance, spoken word shifts suddenly into sung aria, ambient soundscapes shift into the voice of a character.

            A swift-changing sound world is essential to the movement of the piece. Sound moves about in this play as actors move about in others, and the progression of melody and rhythm helps support the shifting points of view of the story.

            I ask the reader to try and hear, to the best of his/her/their imaginative ability, these different sound textures.

            There are three optional cuts in the piece [indicated by square brackets, thus].
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             Premiere Productions

         

         Anna Bella Eema, in a co-production with Atticist Productions and Ellie Keel Productions, received its first British performance at the Arcola Theatre, London, on 11 September 2019. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         One  Beverly Rudd

         Two  Gabrielle Brooks

         Three  Natasha Cottriall

         
             

         

         Director  Jessica Lazar

         Music Director and Sound Designer  Tom Foskett-Barnes

         Original Score  Chris Sidorfsky

         Designer  Anna Lewis

         Lighting Designer  David Doyle

         Movement Director  Jennifer Fletcher

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            An early version of Anna Bella Eema was produced by Refraction Arts/Physical Plant Theater, Austin, Texas, in 2001, directed by Katie Pearl.

            Anna Bella Eema premiered in New York City in a co-production with New Georges and HERE Arts Center in October 2003, also directed by Katie Pearl.

            The present text includes revisions made for the UK premiere of the play, produced by Atticist Productions/Ellie Keel Productions at the Arcola Theatre in September 2019.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Characters

         

         Actress One

         A thick woman. Sturdy. Like Miss Amelia in Carson McCuller’s Ballad of the Sad Café. She has stayed put, like a tree, for most of her life. She has a strong, deep voice: her roots reach deep into the earth, searching for the water that might bring her back to life.

         Actress Two

         Impish. Eyes that sparkle and a voice that reaches towards the sky: it loops, stretches and rockets. She is ready to blaze on out of here.

         Actress Three

         Also impish. Sometimes she seems like Actress Two’s twin sister. Until we glimpse her mischievous, supernatural soul.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Anna Bella Eema

            

         

         Three actresses sit in three chairs, facing the audience. The actress sitting in the middle, Actress One, sits a little closer to the audience than Two and Three, so the three women form a triangle.

         Each actress has an old, rusty TV tray in front of them. Each TV tray is carefully set with kitchen tools, books, tape recorders, glass bottles and other random objects.

         As the audience gathers, the actresses are ‘tuning up’: finding sounds in the objects on the trays, setting the objects in the correct places, warming up their voices. Eventually, the actresses sing a little ditty, a round, a prelude to the play.

         
            One, Two and Three

            
               Mud girl, mud girl

               Six little fingers and six long toes

               See the mud girl

               Climb up the trellis

               To peer in the window

               Munching on a rose

               Mud girl, munch.

            

            
               Actress One looks the audience in the eye, and begins to speak.

            

            One   My name is Irene and I have been alive here in this trailer home for as long as I can remember. When you are alive in one space for such a long time, the things that you remember mix with the things that are happening now, and the things that you dream about. What I mean is, sometimes the things that are happening are equal to the things that are not happening. So, as I speak to you, please do not ask me to come clear on such points as ‘happened’, ‘did not happen’, ‘is happening’, ‘will happen’. They are all simmering in one pot. Here on the electric radar range inside this trailer home.

            You can see I am a thick woman. Look at my wrist. One time someone tried to poke a stick through this wrist, in order to pin it to the ground. They poked and poked and poked, but the stick would not go through. The scar is long gone, as you can see. [This kind of thickness goes for the rest of my body too. Look at my ankle. Look at my waist.]

            Here is the time line of my life. Birth. Learn to talk. Learn to read a little. Learn to love. Learn to walk (yes, very late). Father is leaving. Learn to watch my mother smash bottles. I am gaining weight. Go to school. Math. Learn how to not get made fun of. Camping out with the kids in the trailer park. Learn how not to love too much. Pull the thick braids of the rich girls. He is smiling at me. Darkness and breathing in dust. Mother, I feel a bird fluttering. I am having a baby. Look at her beautiful teeth! I am fifteen and then now I am twenty-five.

            
               One considers the audience.

            

            Here we are.

            I was visited by a werewolf once. The werewolf said to me: ‘The life of a wild animal always has a tragic end.’ He took out his fangs (fake fangs! I exclaimed), laid them on the table, threw his knapsack over his shoulder and left. Here are the fangs.

            
               She takes out a pair of fake fangs and places them on her tray.

            

            I want to tell you the story of my girl, and the time she made her own girl out of the plain mud right here in this trailer park, and how my girl’s girl helped me face certain forces slouching closer and closer to this trailer home, and how this chain of events led to my girl to becoming the girl she is today.

            Right now I am taking you to the pull-out couch. This is how we sleep here in the trailer home. There is a small bedroom over on the other side of the home, off the kitchen. But you cannot see the TV so well from there. At night, me and my daughter pull out the pull-out couch and get in to watch TV. When we get in, the pull-out couch squeaks like so.

            
               Two does a startlingly good imitation of a pull-out couch squeaking.

            

            We try not to move too much so we can hear what the TV has to say. Once we fall asleep, I hear my daughter say:

            One, Two and Three  (a dissonant trio)

            
               You are so thick, Mother!

               So like a tree thick rings

               circle round your heart

               I cannot feel you breathe

               you are so thick, Mother

               Mother do you breathe?

            

            
               Three makes the noise of TV static.

            

            One   I pop awake and she’s asleep and I see the TV hissing at me so I turn it off.

            
               Three stops.

            

            She is breathing heavy on the pull-out couch and grinding her teeth. I know I’ll never get to sleep so I walk to the window and open it. The full moon is out. I look at it and think about how I never really tried to get out of the trailer park. This was the trailer park I grew up in. Some people call these mobile homes. In order to make it mobile you need wheels and I don’t have wheels. You will notice that my mobile home sits upon eight regular cinder blocks, with extra plywood covering for protection.

            This is what my daughter is like in the mornings: impish. She lies in the bed like she’s talking in her sleep: the same creepy spells over and over.

            Two   (sings)

            
               Who shot the La La

               I don’t know

               Who shot the La La

               I don’t know

               Who shot the La La

               I don’t know

               I think it was a 44.

            

            One   When I do get her up, she bounces on the pull-out couch like it was a motel room bed.

            
               Three makes bedspring noises.

            

            Get down.

            Two   No!

            One   Your feet are dirty.

            Two   It’s exercise.

            One   You shouldn’t grind your teeth.

            Two   My teeth are STRONG!

            One   The good days are when she stops and the bad days are when her head bursts into flames while she laughs and leaps laughs and leaps, throwing the fireballs in my eyes and turning the trailer home into a regular smoke-house.

            I was visited by a social worker once, and I lied and said we left the ribs in the oven for too long. She said, ‘Ribs belong on a grill, ma’am.’ I thanked her politely for the tip and she didn’t come back.

            This is what I think about the world.

            
               Two and Three back her up: this is One’s aria.

            

            I don’t much like it. Some people take to flying off to foreign lands, find the one perfect spot in the hopes that they might find themselves. Me, I keep the circumference of my life small. I lick stamps for a living. My girl gets home schooled. I have many books.

            
               Pause in aria as all three women dump out large sacks filled with books.

            

            I have many books and I lick stamps for a living. The same thing over and over. Some people call this monotonous. These are the same people who spend their time flying off to foreign lands. I think of them sometimes as I lick. Like this.

            
               One begins to lick stamps and stick them on a piece of paper as she speaks.

            

            I wonder what kind of person would fly off to Peru? I wonder if he has a wrinkle in his brow and pains in the hinge of his jaw. I wonder if he likes his ‘apartment’. He lives in an ‘apartment’ with a wrinkle in his brow. He knows if he can get apart from his ‘apartment’ he will become complete. And so he squeezes into the small, hot seat of an airplane. On his way to Peru.

            I wonder what kind of person would sail to Alaska. A person with a heart two degrees hotter than normal body heat: 100 degrees point 6. One day my girl will sail to Alaska.

            I wonder what kind of person would take a train to Indianapolis.

            
               All music stops.

            

            I draw a blank.

            These are the things I think of as I lick: the peculiarities of two-footed creatures that plod upright upon this earth outside the circumference of this trailer park. I spy them with my hawk’s eye high –

            
               One shows us her eye.

            

            I have many things to say.

            On the day my little girl made a girl, the temperature was 91 degrees at sunrise. The trailer home felt like the inside of a wolf’s mouth. My girl skipped her bed-jumping, brushed her white teeth and started talking something like this:

            Two   (sings)

            
               The hens have been disappearing for over a month now, Mother

               And the trailer homes too.

               The air is as thick as your skin these days,

               the machines so loud I can’t play jacks or even hopscotch.

               It’s all coming to an end, Mother

               I can feel it in the back of my throat

               Is there anywhere we can go, Mother?

               In or out or up?

               Is there anything we can make, Mother?

               From a broomstick or a cup?

               The hens are disappearing, Mother

               the coon, the owl, the fox

               The hens have disappeared, Mother

               wake up, wake up, wake up!

            

            One   My mouth is sealed shut, perhaps from the glue of the stamps, perhaps from the knowledge that it is best not to respond to such foolishness. She is stomping on the floor. She is waving postmarked letters before my eyes. She is dancing a queer dance to get my attention. She is breaking a glass.

            She went out the door.

            
               One holds up a broken glass.
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