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            Introduction

         

         There is a certain house you walk past, every now and then, and when you do you dream about what it must be like to live there. Sometimes you make a detour there especially: a certain mood, a slant of light, and for days you think of nothing else, seized by wild, strange hope and a burning conviction that it has to, will, be yours.

         Then one day someone gives you a key and says, ‘Go inside.’

         The structure is sound, carefully planned and built and tested by the years. You don’t need to blaze in with bulldozers and start again entirely. But at the same time, too, you need to inhabit it utterly: you need to fill it with everything that’s meaningful to you, to let yourself belong to it, or it to you.

         You blow away some cobwebs here. You knock a wall through there. You discover, behind some peeling wallpaper, pencilled marks by people long gone, which delight you, and you add yours, too, and carefully stick the curling paper back down. There are stained-glass windows and a beautiful parquet floor and you need do nothing to either but clean and polish them and let the jewelled light fall. You spend a long time sitting in a window seat overlooking the garden, watching the sunlight on the leaves in the wind. A cherry tree is bowing over but still producing fruit and still will, decades from now. The house will be here long after you have gone. You get to work.

         I’m far from the first, I know, to use this analogy. But it seems apposite, seemed often, indeed, the only way of imagining the play. I became obsessed with the house at the centre of the play, and all it represents, of and for the characters. I inhabited the house, too, not just metaphorically but as literally as possible: my husband is an architect, and together we drew up plans. This room here, the cellar stairs here. A bay window, a kitchen with a Belfast sink. I traced the movements of my characters through the house, the years, and back again, over and over.

         Writing this version of Chekhov’s Three Sisters felt like coming full circle, coming home, in more ways than one. My own nineties Belfast, my own teenage years. My first major play in my home city, my first play in the theatre I first saw plays in. I came back, too, to the lines of poetry Blu-tacked to my wall in various student bedrooms as I was writing my very first novel, my very first anything, lines from Louis MacNeice’s poem ‘Selva Oscura’:

         
            
               
                  A house can be haunted by those who were never there

                  If there was where they were missed.

                  […]

                  The haunting anyway is too much.

                  You have to leave the house to clear the air.

               

            

         

         This is a play of hauntings, yearnings, leavings real and imagined. A play of love, and loss, and letting go. I have left, and I have come back. Or maybe you can never truly leave at all.

         Lucy Caldwell

September 2016
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               Prologue

            

         

         Siu Jing. She speaks directly to the audience.

         
            Siu Jing   Well, here we are.

            
               Pause.

            

            This is the place I keep coming back to. This is where everything began to change forever.

    The house is full of soldiers. They are not there, not really. But they are in every day of my memories. On every corner. In every street. Sometimes they stalk through my dreams.

    It is the fifth of May 1993.

    Or as I used to think, the fourteenth day of the third lunar month in Gui-Leen [image: alt]: the Year of the Rooster.

    It’s a long time since I thought like that. For years now I have dreamed almost entirely in English. You don’t realise as it’s happening, then one day you realise it happened long ago.

            
               The lights up slightly.

            

            These are my sisters. Well, they’re not yet my sisters, but they soon will be.

    Here is Orla. Orla is always busy. Orla always complains about how busy she is but, in truth, she is scared that if she stops, she will be forced to confront … herself. She buries herself in being a mother, or as close to a mother-figure as they’ve had for a long time.

    This is Marianne. Nobody understands Marianne, herself least of all. Right now, she is thinking that she wants to die. Or that maybe she doesn’t want to die, but she doesn’t want to live any more. Not like this. This – here, now – this isn’t life. This day, and all the days to come. The thought of them paralyses her. If something doesn’t happen, soon, she is going to kill herself. That’s what she’s thinking.

    And this is Erin. Erin is the baby – the joker – the flibbertigibbet. That’s what her father used to call her – his flibbertigibbet. She was the only one that knew how to make him smile. This is still her role – until the day she decides she doesn’t want to play it any more, at all.

    It’s Erin’s eighteenth birthday. It is also the first anniversary of their father’s death, but the sisters are determined to celebrate anyway.

    I am nineteen – just one year older than Erin.

    So.

    These are my sisters and this is their story.

    It is also my story. It might not have my name on it, but it is my story too.

    And this is where it begins. An evening in May.

            
               The lights up fully.

               Siu Jing watches the sisters.

               She leaves.

            

         

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Act One

            

         

         Belfast, 1993.

         May. Early evening. Blue skies.

         Orla, Marianne and Erin.

         It is Erin’s eighteenth birthday and the sisters are getting ready for her party. It is fancy dress. Erin is dressed as Supergirl and Orla is Marge Simpson.

         The radio is playing Kylie Minogue’s ‘I Should Be So Lucky’.

         
            DJ Cool   Now folks, regular listeners will know that it’s extremely unusual for me to interrupt the Non-Stop Drive-Time Hour but this is a very special occasion. Today, the fifth of May, is not just any day: and so a special shout-out to the lovely Erin who turns eighteen today! Forget the fourth, May the fifth be with you! D’you like what I did there? Do you? Do you get it? May the fifth –

            
               Marianne turns the radio abruptly off.

            

            Erin   Hey! That was my shout-out!

            Marianne   I swear, I can’t take another second of him.

            Orla   Come on, girls. Here we are. The fifth of May. We’ve done it.

    How’s it been a whole year already?

    Do you remember how cold it was? We were foundered. I mean it was absolutely Baltic. Here, what do you reckon people actually from the Baltic say when it gets cold?

            
               Pause. 

            

            D’you remember when they took the coffin away, God. It was lashing it down, absolutely lashing it. Your man playing the Last Post to us and the gravestones. Why d’you reckon no one came, was it ’cause he was Catholic or ’cause he was English?

            Erin   Why are you doing this?

            
               Baron, Beattie and Simon are outside. Baron and Beattie are smoking.

            

            Orla   ‘On May nights, when so many doors are closed, there is one that is barely ajar.’ Where’s that from? I can’t remember where that’s from. It’s been going round my head all day. Oh God Almighty, I want to get away from here!

            Beattie   Away and jump!

            Baron   You are talking bollocks.

            
               Marianne starts singing ‘I Should Be So Lucky’.

            

            Orla   Stop it. Marianne! You’re doing my head in.

    All afternoon all evening and every single weekend, hearing yet another bunch of stuck-up kids who don’t give a shit sawing their way through scales that they obviously haven’t bothered practising since the last lesson – is it any wonder I have a permanent headache? It’s almost literally boring me to death. The only thing that’s keeping me going –

            Erin   Is America.

            
               She raps the first few lines of ‘Fresh Prince of Bel-Air’.

            

            We should just do it you know. Put this house on the market and get on a plane.

            Orla   Yes! D’you know I don’t even care where we go. New York, California, Philadelphia, Bel-Air –

            Erin   Well, there’s no way Andy will stay here once his thesis is done. The only thing stopping us is her.

            Orla   She can get a J-1 and come for the summer.

            Marianne   (sings, to the tune of ‘I Should Be So Lucky’) ‘I should be so lucky, with my rubber ducky, strangle Mrs Mangle too …’

            Erin   See? Sorted.

            Orla   Someone got up on the right side of bed this morning.

            Erin   D’you know I just woke up and thought: it’s my birthday! And for once the sun was shining and I suddenly thought of Mum, and when we were kids, and it was like the sunshine was this message from her, like – anything is possible?

            Orla   You’re shining with it. And you, Marianne, you always look well in yourself. And Andy would if only he’d lose some weight. God, I hate to say it but he’s piling on the pounds and it does nothing for him. But who am I to talk, you’d think I was forty I look that haggard. But no you’re right – here we are, I mean we’ve made it through a whole year – the sun is shining and for once my headache’s gone. And you have to remember: everything that happens, happens for a reason.

            
               Pause.

            

            And one of these days I’ll meet the love of my life.

            Baron   I’m sorry, but that’s complete and utter bollocks. (Calling in.) Can we come in yet?

            Erin   No. Hang on.

            
               The sisters put the finishing touches to their costumes.

            

            OK. Yous can come in. Ta-daa!

            
               Baron, Beattie and Simon enter.

            

            Beattie   Ach will you look at you.

            Erin   Do you like it?

            Baron   You look beautiful, Erin.

            Erin   Who are you meant to be?

            Baron   Who am I meant to be? Can you not tell?

            Simon   Fail, mate. Epic fail.

            Baron   ‘This is the final cruise of the Starship Enterprise under my command, boldly going where no man … where no one has gone before.’ I thought you’d appreciate that, Erin.

            Simon   No girl in the history of girls has ever been turned on by Star Trek.

            Baron   Shut up, Simon.

            Marianne   That, for the record, is sexist.

            Simon   Whatever, goth-girl. You haven’t made much of an effort, have you?

            Marianne   I don’t do fancy dress.

            Erin   She needs to get over herself! And here, why aren’t you in fancy dress?

            Beattie   Oh, I’m too old for that sort of stuff-and-nonsense.

            Erin   Uncle Beattie!

            Orla   We’ve got a bag of stuff here. You can have a mask.

            Erin   And who are you?

            Simon   Oh, this isn’t my costume. You want to see my costume?

            Baron   Are you actually going to take that coat off now? He’s had it on all afternoon. All the way here.

            Simon   Get ready …

            
               Simon starts to unbutton his overcoat.

               Beattie sings the first few lines of ‘Button Up Your Overcoat’.

            

            Simon   What the fuck is that, man?

            Beattie   That, son, is before your time.

            Simon   Well enough of the soundtrack, OK, are you ready?

            
               He whips off his overcoat. He’s wearing his full army combat gear.

            

            Baron   What are you doing, man? Are you fucking insane?

            Simon   I don’t need no superhero costume. So I’ve come as … myself.

            Baron   If anyone saw you … You could’ve got yourself killed. You could’ve got us both killed.

            Simon   Not scared of anyone, mate. Bring it on.

            Erin   You’ve come as yourself?

            Simon   I know you like a man in uniform.

            Baron   You are insane.

            Simon   Take a chill pill, Spock.

            Baron   I’m not Spock, I’m Captain Kirk.

            Simon   So court-martial me, Captain Kirk. Sir.

            Baron   Whatever. Happy birthday, Erin.

            Orla   Yes, happy birthday, Erin. Now who wants a drink?

            Beattie   Yes please.

            Orla   Not you.

            Erin   Me!

            Baron   I forgot to say! There’s this new honcho at the barracks, some kind of special adviser, ex-military, says he knew your father. Said he’d stop by this evening, if that’s alright, pay his respects.

            
               He picks up an acoustic guitar and starts strumming.

            

            Erin   Is he old?

            Baron   Not particularly. I’d say he’s … fifty?

            
               He strums the guitar.

            

            Erin   Oh God. That’s ancient. What’s he like?

            Baron   Seems OK. Talks an awful lot though. His wife. His mother-in-law. His two little girls. The fact that his wife’s actually his second wife. Oh, and did I mention he talks about his wife and his two little girls?

            
               He sings the opening lines of Teenage Fanclub, ‘What You Do to Me’.

            

            She’s a complete psycho, apparently. Waltzes around like she’s walked off Little House on the Prairie, these big long shapeless things and her hair in plaits, and bangs on about ‘the male gaze’. And she’s always threatening to top herself, just to wind him up. Christ, if it was me I’d have run a mile, but he stays and feels sorry for himself.

            Beattie   (reading his newspaper) Here’s one for you, son. They reckon they’ve got a new cure for baldness.

            Simon   Fuck off.

            Beattie   Says here they take the individual hair-follicles from your chest and graft them one by one –

            Simon   I’ll graft you if you don’t put a sock in it.

            Erin   (to Simon) You leave him be. (To Beattie.) Here, Uncle Beattie!

            Beattie   Yes, wee pet?

            Erin   Why do I feel so happy today? It’s like – I’m flying. Flying through a high, blue sky, and not a cloud in sight …

            Beattie   You’re a wee sunbeam so you are.

            Erin   As soon as I woke up it was all so clear – like someone had blown the cobwebs away – today is the start of the rest of your life. I don’t know what it is I’m going to do but I’m going to do something. I’m going to be someone. I am! I’m sick of just being me. I’m going to be someone else. Someone better. I’m going to make a difference. I’m being serious!

            Beattie   I know you are, wee pet.

            Orla   Dad had us up at the skrake of dawn each day, as if we were in the cadets. Erin still wakes up first thing, but then she lies in bed for hours having epiphanies. Look at her. She’s deadly serious.

            Erin   Am I not allowed to be serious? You have to stop treating me like a wee girl, Orla.

            Baron   I hear you, Erin. You know the way I grew up in The Braids –

            Erin   We know.

            Baron   In ‘one of the finest examples of Georgian architecture in the city’ my mother always used to say. Such a cold and stuck-up place. See my family – there’s not one of them would give you the steam off their piss if you were on fire. I remember my mother sacked the housekeeper once for daring to tell me off. I’d tramped mud all through the house and when she asked me to take off my boots I chucked them at her. Can you believe it? They thought Sandhurst was a fad, my family – they didn’t think I’d last a week. But they were wrong! People can change. People can start again. Just look at this place. A year ago – six months ago – who’d’ve believed it?

            Beattie   Not me, son.

            Baron   You don’t count.

            Simon   He’s talking about the new generation, mate. You – you’re basically wormfood. How much do you smoke? Forty a day? You’ll have a massive stroke one of these days – wormfood. If I don’t snap first and put a bullet in your brain.

            
               Simon spritzes himself with Cool Water fragrance.

            

            Beattie   Well, at least I’ll be of use to the worms.

            
               The doorbell goes.

            

            Oh-ho! That’ll be for me. I won’t be a minute. (To Erin.) Don’t you move a muscle!

            Erin   What’s he at?

            Baron   I’d say … maybe … he’s got a certain someone … a birthday present.

            Erin   Oh God, do you think so?

            Orla   It’s always something totally dodgy.

            
               Marianne sings the opening lines of The Velvet Underground, ‘Pale Blue Eyes’. 

            

            Orla   What’s up with you?

            
               Marianne sings.

               She gets up suddenly.

            

            Where are you off to?

            Marianne   ‘Home’.

            Erin   Marianne!

            Baron   It’s Erin’s birthday, you can’t just leave.

            Marianne   Whatever … I’m sorry, hun, you don’t want me bringing you down. I’ll come back later. I just need to –

            Erin   Why does everything always have to be about you? The earth doesn’t revolve around you, you know.

            Orla   (to Marianne) On you go then. What are you waiting for? I’d swan off if I could. Unfortunately someone needs to stay here and keep things going.

            Erin   Wise up, you two!

            Simon   What’s the difference between a pussy and a cunt? A pussy’s warm and soft, a cunt’s what owns it.

            Marianne   You are a fucking disgrace, you know that?

            Simon   Takes one to know one!

            Marianne   (to Orla) And you, stop being such a fucking martyr.

            Orla   Seriously. I’m this close. I’m warning you.

            
               She leaves.

               Beattie comes in with a box and unpacks a set of Tyrone crystal: a decanter and goblets.

            

            Erin   Oh my God.

            Baron   I told you …

            Marianne   What the fuck is he thinking? It’s her birthday, not her wedding day.

            Beattie   My wee pets, the three of yous are all I have in the world. I remember, Erin, when you were just a few weeks old. I didn’t want to hold you for fear I’d break you. When your mother, God rest her, put this wee scrap of a thing in my arms I couldn’t even breathe. ‘Don’t,’ says I. ‘You’ll be grand,’ says she. Oh, it could have been yesterday.

            Erin   You really shouldn’t have.

            Beattie   Ach get away with you.

            Erin   No but I mean – seriously. It’s too much.

            Beattie   Too much! Nothing’s too much for my wee Erin on her eighteenth birthday. Besides, I got it at a good price: a friend did me a deal.

            Marianne   And did this friend of yours get it off the back of a lorry?

            Beattie   What are you implying?

            Erin   No offence, Uncle Beattie, but what am I supposed to do with a crystal whatchamacallit?

            Beattie   Well, I shall take it away this minute, then.

            
               Vershinin enters.

            

            Vershinin   Ding-dong, ding-dong … The front door was open – you want to watch that. Well!

            Baron   Here he is – it’s Vershinin! Sir.

            Vershinin   Oh, we’re among friends, no standing on rank here. At ease. What have we here?

            
               Simon is rapidly putting on his greatcoat. 

            

            Erin   I thought you said you weren’t scared.

            Simon   I’m not scared but I’m not stupid either.

            Baron   It’s Erin’s birthday, Sir.

            Vershinin   It is? Happy birthday, Erin! Call me Alexander. How do you do. Oh, it is so good finally to be here. Look at you! Aren’t you just a sight for sore eyes! So grown up. But surely there are three of you – I remember three little girls. I don’t remember your faces but I remember there were three of you. All lined up and in your party dresses.

            Erin   What were we doing lined up in party dresses?

            Vershinin   One of you had the nuts, one the potato chips, and the littlest one the napkins. New Year’s Eve – 1980, it would have been.

            Erin   So you knew Daddy?

            Vershinin   Yes I did. I met your father when I was seconded to the UN in Holland – or was it Germany?

            Erin   Your accent – where are you from?

            Vershinin   Well, my parents were Lithuanian Jews who fled in the forties. I was born and raised in the States but life in the UN has taken me all over. Do you know, I think your face is a little familiar.

            Marianne   Yours isn’t.

            Erin   Orla! Lala, come here, you’ll never guess what. Alexander here’s from America!

            
               Orla enters.

            

            Vershinin   Aha – you must be Orla, the eldest. That makes you Marianne – and you’re Erin, the baby. Orla, Marianne and Erin. Erin, Orla, and Marianne.

            Orla   Whereabouts in America?
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