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Why Adapt? Why Lorca? Why Bernarda? Why …BÁN’?





    If you play a lot of video games, you probably know what reskinning is. It’s when you take a game that already exists and make it look different – different colour scheme, different character sprites, different names for attacks, items, equipment – without substantially altering its fundamental logic. Fans do it for fun. I want to play Skyrim, but I want all the dragons to be Thomas the Tank Engine. Corporations do it for profit. Why make a new game when we could just do Skyrim in Space?




    You can approach adapting a play this way. You can replace every drat with a fuck, every rouble with a euro, every noble with a financier, you can transpose from ancient Athens to present-day Drumshanbo. It can be fun, and sometimes these transpositions generate moments of surprise that bring something into focus in the parent work. Oh! I never saw that that way. But frequently, I think, superficial changes generate only superficial insights.




    In music there’s a term for a piece that mirrors the harmonic or melodic structure of another – it’s called a contrafact. Miles Davis’s …Tune-Up’, despite its name, falls and then rises; John Coltrane’s …Countdown’, despite its name, rises and then falls. …Tune-Up’ cycles between three keys, and it takes four bars to do so each time; …Countdown’ accelerates the cycle, makes it denser and wilder, the harmony changing three times for each of …Tune-Up’s three changes. But somehow, magically, almost like Coltrane planned it, every phrase of …Countdown’ ends in the same key as each phrase in …Tune-Up’. Miles Davis shows us a rainbow of three stripes – John Coltrane interposes clouds of notes between us and that rainbow, but every so often they’re swept away and it shines through.




    I prefer contrafacts to reskins in adaptation. You could call it the Cordelia approach, more faithful to the parent in defiance. Or the Beethoven approach – when classical language doesn’t fit any more you take it apart at the seams, quilt it into a jacket or a blanket, some reconstellated shape that can serve you some other way. The challenge is to treat the original as a dare rather than a target. Can I go faster here without falling? Can I open this gap wider without making it uncrossable? Can I connect these points without short-circuiting the flow of energy and blowing the whole thing up?




    Literalising the idea of the parent work, imagine how an adult and child cross rocks on a beach. Where the elder picks their way, the younger jumps. Where the elder looks ahead, the younger plunges in. For neither is the route practical – for both, the pleasure is in the traversal of terrain that challenges you. But the child’s pleasures are other, wilder.




    Lorca’s plays, rich landscapes of contradictions and provocations, lyricism alongside realism alongside soap opera alongside politics, invite this kind of traversal. They’re karst, so no two people crossing the riven surface take the same route. There is a contrived point to make here about karst being a landscape common to Ireland and Andalusia, with El Torcal de Antequera about as far from Lorca’s birthplace as the Burren is from Cork. But I distrust the idea that origins are explanations, that landscape is destiny, that blood and soil are siblings. The key thing with karst is how it makes you move. The number of possible paths is the factorial of the number of islands. The question is not what can this play say, it’s what can’t it?




    For example: it is deeply strange to me that the lyrical Lorca is canonised and the political Lorca is marginalised. Yes, okay, The Moon gets a lovely monologue in Blood Wedding – a play about the irreconcilable demands of passion and property. Famously, Fred scanned the papers for stories of duende, human interest with teeth, desire leading to death or vice versa. But if duende is just intensity of feeling why not invent it? Why does pure shining emotion need footnotes, accreditation in smeary newsprint?




    Unless the smears are the points. He wanted the adversity, the perversity, the banal given from which something radically other blooms, falters, dies. Roses growing in middens. Passion drives a Lorca play, but it rarely wins. That fact has a political charge. It says something about the weight of history, the difficulty of becoming otherwise. I’m being etymologically literal when I say passion rather than desire, because a passion is a desire that hurts. Passion is the want that calls our sense of self into question – who am I, if I want this?




    If I try to say what THE Lorca mood or gesture is, the quandary his characters face time and time again, I land on a question: How to be fully human in a world that doesn’t want you to be? How to live a life where you don’t just recite your assigned lines, where you are more than a cog in the machine of the family or the town or the state? Yerma feels dated if you stage it as a quest, if Yerma …just’ wants a child because children are wonderful, motherhood is wonderful, so she’s chasing them as fast as she can. But if mother is the only alternative to wife, and wife is unbearable, then we’re in a rich paradox – to escape one womanhood, I dive into another. There is a choice, but there is no good choice. That’s the Lorca I wanted to adapt.




    When I started working on my version of The House of Bernarda Alba, I had been reading a lot about the family. Not kinship, and not blood – kinship doesn’t require blood, and the family denies blood as often as not. The family is a set of laws, some enforced by the state and some by its members. Fathers aren’t guardians automatically even if they’re named on the birth cert. Don’t mention your brother’s hairline. When the family is working everyone knows their place, their duties and entitlements, what they own or owe. This has never happened. A stable family is nearly a contradiction in terms, because all too easily it tips over into too many people inheriting too little or too few people managing too much. This applies whether it’s a house or attention, wealth or love, at issue.




    Think of those staples of the nineteenth-century novel: the wealthy widow or widower in search of a suitable heir, and the orphan in search of a suitable family. It’s comic in Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby; ironised in Bleak House and Great Expectations. The wealthy widow or widower’s predicament unites the two problems of family; no primary line, too many secondary claimants. Scarcity and excess side by side, neither serving anyone. A productive paradox – that the family, like an empire, must sustain itself by dispersing itself. We need a child to inherit; they might die, so better have some spares; oh shit, we have all these spare children, better marry off the daughters and put the sons to work; oh shit, our sons are getting people pregnant faster than we can marry off our daughters, better declare some of these children illegitimate; oh shit, we’re giving away more in dowries than we’re gaining in property, better lower the wages in the factory or lengthen the hours or steal our neighbour’s land and force them to work for us…




    No wonder family drama looms so large for playwrights. Family is a machine that is supposed to produce stability, continuity, love, and instead it gives us chaos, estrangement, abuse. We can’t survive without the support of our family, but it’s not enough to sustain us by itself. The people who are supposed to love us hurt us, or do love us but in every way except the way we need. The ironies are as painful as they are rich.




    Lorca’s plays have a holy trinity at their heart: family, land, purity. You can’t continue the family without the land; you can’t inherit the land unless you’re pure; you can only be pure if you belong to the family. Passion is the force that derails this circular train, makes it jump its tracks. Force is required to return it to its orderly procession – force isn’t necessarily violence, force can be offered money or looming starvation, but in Lorca it is often violence. This too tells a truth, that we don’t live this way by choice. We will be punished if we don’t.




    Lorca, in writing about this kind of rural land politics, was writing about the world of his parents. When I write about Ireland in the eighties I am doing the same. I don’t live there, but it casts a long shadow in my life. The last line of Lorca’s The House of Bernarda Alba is …She died pure’. Bernarda’s family name, …Alba’, means dawn via a root that means white. I find that connection rich.




    My mother is not white, but she was raised thinking she was. Religious orders decreed it better for children to grow up with stable (white) married (white) parents, whatever they were like, even if it came at the cost of any connection to their heritage. The state deemed it fit that married women give birth in hospitals whose sheets were cleaned by unmarried women in laundries. And the Association of Mixed Race Irish’s shadow report to the UN’s Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination marshalls the evidence that mixed-race children were dispreferred for adoption, by the agencies notionally caring for them if not prospective parents. Meaning they were more likely to spend their early lives in institutions, more likely to lack the family networks of care that could keep people out of those institutions in adult life. The Irish family is white and nuclear by fiat, not in fact. This too is force. As is lying – sorry, we have no records pertaining to your birth family. No, we don’t know why you look so different from your siblings. So not only does it take force to keep the (white) family on track, it takes force to found it in the first place.




    The image of those clean sheets, cleaned by prisoners, is particularly hard for me to shake. Maybe it’s because the image and its production tell such different stories. Behind purity, brutality. Maybe because I was born in the Rotunda. If I’m cycling to work nearby or to visit my mother, I pass the Sean McDermott Street Laundry. It’s less than five minutes from hospital to laundry on a bike. It was still open the year I was born, so the question looms. And, writing this, I realise one of the central images of BÁN is bloodied sheets. An attempt to harmonise appearance and essence, perhaps. BÁN was written as a companion to Absent The Wrong, the other play in this collection, which delves into all of this history. BÁN isn’t as explicit in dealing with it, but its roots are as firmly planted in it. It concerns itself with a single household rather than the state, whose occupants don’t want to be there but are terrified to leave. Absent The Wrong is about all the reasons the characters in BÁN had to be terrified; BÁN keeps a tight focus on how terror makes us treat one another.




    I read The House of Bernarda Alba as a kind of gothic drama. BÁN certainly is. One way of thinking about the gothic is that it is preoccupied with the impossibility of purity, the high cost incurred in pursuit of it, often paid in blood. It is a genre where our present hopes and dreams founder on the past. Debts incurred prior to our birth upstage all our projects, our very best intentions. The good suffer in spite of their goodness; the bad suffer irrespective of their badness. We can scrub ourselves raw but we will still not be clean, or not for long – some wrong will be disinterred, thrust into our hands, leaving us muddied or bloodied. Sometimes this is literal. The second act of Lorca’s play ends with dogs digging up a murdered baby, and the people of the town lynching its unmarried mother. His Bernarda calls for the mob to put burning coal in the place of her sin. I will leave you to find out how I handled this in the context of eighties Ireland, saying only that precedents and echoes were not hard to find.




    Sometimes a lot of emphasis is put on the supernatural’s role in the gothic, but a more abstracted definition would say that ghosts and monsters are just one tool for mortifying the understanding. It looks to the gothic protagonist like the rules of reality are being broken; in a happy gothic ending they realise that they were wrong, that those ghostly voices were just servants behind the wall; in an unhappy gothic ending, arguably more in the spirit of the project, it turns out that what you believed to be the rules weren’t broken because they never obtained in the first place.




    Every character in BÁN makes at least one bad decision. Most of them are made during the play, but a few big ones pre-exist the action. If the world were fair, then the bad results of those decisions would be proportional to the error. But the sisters’ bad decisions domino into their mother’s, so that all unknowing they tip themselves into a downward spiral they can’t escape. There’s a lot of talk from everyone about getting square, making things right at last, as if by saying it is so they can make it so. But a gothic world isn’t transactional. There can be no return to a tit-for-tat universe for them, because these characters never lived there.




    My favourite gothic works all belong to its regional branches. Not the works from the heart of empire, where blood seeps up out of the ground and stains the Great Work. I prefer the gothic when we begin disillusioned, where there is no melancholic attachment to what was lost. Isn’t Mr Rochester dreamy? If only he hadn’t had that Creole wife… I grew up on North Strand – I spent my teens cycling past the Archbishop’s Palace in Drumcondra on the way to my grandparents’, the hundreds of shoes tied to the railing. It was a familiar sight by the time I thought to ask what it meant. Oh. The reveal not of what was hidden, but of what was in plain sight and couldn’t yet be fully grasped. That’s a classic gesture for the strain of gothic I prefer.




    Wide Sargasso Sea is an easy example, with its parent work kept in view. Or you could cite Faulkner here, Absalom, Absalom! or Go Down, Moses, the unease at the heart of plantation life for white people surrounded by Black half- brothers and sisters and aunts and uncles and cousins they can’t acknowledge without acknowledging that their own privilege is rooted in obscenity. The gothic irony, that your power not only does not permit you to speak your mind but demands your silence – provided you want to keep it, that is. Or Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things, a perfect gothic novel working with all of the gothic’s great preoccupations: incest, the regime of race (here in the form of caste), haunted houses where the past is more vivid than the present.




    Why incest and why race? Werner Sollors, in Neither Black Nor White Yet Both: Thematic Explorations of Interracial Literature, says that for the institution of the family, incest and miscegenation are complementary dooms. (And the gothic, of course, loves a good doom. Why settle for destroying an individual when you can destroy their whole line?) Both incest and miscegenation threaten the downfall of the line of inheritance, one by sticking …too close’ and one by straying …too far’. The nineteenth-century gothic often treats race as a kind of original sin – mad Creole Bertha, angry swarthy Heathcliff, bestial Romanian (bisexual?) Dracula. The rules for vampires are generalisable to all racial others – Don’t invite them in, or we’ll be destroyed! But remember that it takes force, violence, to found the family as well as to preserve it. The twentieth- century post-colonial gothic more often begins from this vantage, not mourning the purity lost but showing what it cost in the first place. It shows us race as the regime it is, rather than presumptive biological fact. It shows that if incest is the acme of racial purity, and it is a crime, then the (white) family’s preservation is its damnation. In other words: purity is death.




    Which brings me back to the final line of Lorca’s play – …she died pure’. I kept a version of it in BÁN. I said that I have tried to retraverse the terrain of Lorca’s play; if The House of Bernarda Alba is about denial, BÁN is about delusion. It steers into the skid of the parent play, because delusion is denial carried past the point of reason. Even when a belief can no longer give you anything, when it no longer makes it easier to face the day or your boss or the truth, you cling to it. Maybe because, as long as you’re clinging to it, it can’t be said that you have nothing. When the play begins some of the characters are both deceived and deluded; they don’t understand the life they’re living because they haven’t been given the chance. By the end all are undeceived, but some are still deluded. They still think wanting something to be true can make it true. They still think they can force it to be true. And BÁN charts the price they all pay for that delusion.




    Carys D. Coburn,


    September 2025


  




  

    

      

    




    




    

      …A pair of actors trapped in a recondite play with no hint of plot or narrative. Stumbling through their parts, nursing someone else’s sorrows. Grieving someone else’s grief. Unable, somehow, to change plays. Or purchase, for a fee, some cheap brand of exorcism… But anger wasn’t available to them and there was no face to put on this Other Thing that they held in their sticky Other Hands, like an imaginary orange. There was nowhere to lay it down. It wasn’t theirs to give away. It would have to be held. Carefully and forever.’




      Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things


    


  




  

    

      

    




    




    

      …Let me tell you a secret: people get really angry when you suggest to them that they deserved better than what they got growing up. And I’ve noticed that a lot of people have the “but I love my family” reaction with the most startling vehemence immediately after they’ve spent a long time talking freely to me about the strain, tragedy, blackmail, and care-starved frustration that characterized their “biological” upbringing…




      Listen. I get it. It’s not just that you’re worried about your dad getting all upset if he sees you with this book. It’s that it’s existentially petrifying to imagine relinquishing the organized poverty we have in favor of an abundance we have never known and have yet to organize.’




      Sophie Lewis, Abolish the Family:


      A Manifesto for Care and Liberation


    


  




  

    

      

    




    




    

      …If we understand whiteness as the systematic denial of being in relation, in particular to Black and Indigenous people, we can ask what being in right relations, relations of reciprocity, could mean or look like. White treason is a way to claim kin. We can only be treasonous to something we claim, or that claims us.’




      Alexis Shotwell, Claiming Bad Kin




      …Slavery is the ghost in the machine of kinship. Kinship relations structure the nation. Capitulation to their current configurations is the continued enfleshment of that ghost.’




      Christina Sharpe, Lose Your Kin


    


  




  

    

      

    




    Characters




    BERNADETTE (BERNIE), sixties. She is white




    FRANCES, sixties. Bernadette’s sister. She is Black. Unlike the other Black character in the play, she knows it




    MARY ELIZABETH (LIZZY), forty. Bernadette’s daughter. She is white




    MARY LOUISE, thirty. Mary Elizabeth’s sister. She is white




    ANNETTE (ANNIE), twenty-seven. Mary Louise’s sister. She is Black, even if she wouldn’t or couldn’t self-describe that way when the play takes place. Heavily pregnant when the play begins




    MARY ROSE, twenty-four. Annie’s sister. She is white and she is Deaf/hard of hearing, even if she wouldn’t or couldn’t self-describe that way when the play takes place




    EDELE, twenty. Mary Rose’s sister. She is white




    

      
Note on Text





      – on a line by itself indicates a beat/change of intention, not necessarily a huge pause.




      / indicates an overlap point, after which the following line can come in.




      / A line surrounded by overlaps / is spoken over, either by the preceding line or the following line as context demands.




      Square brackets [] indicate the intended/possible completion of an inconclusive line – just in case you need it.




      Bold text is directed to the audience.


    


  




  

    

      

    




    Note on Play




    The play takes place in Ireland, some time in the middle of the 1980s, in a house a respectable distance outside a town. The town is in Cork unless there’s a fantastic reason it shouldn't be. I’ve given castings/character experiences in contemporary parlance, though, because you’ll be staging the play in the present. Those experiences should be represented in the rehearsal room – ideally in both the cast and the creative team.




    This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.


  




  

    





    

      
ACT ONE





      The kitchen before the funeral. No table. MARY ELIZABETH (LIZZY), MARY LOUISE, MARY ROSE, ANNETTE (ANNIE) and EDELE are making sandwiches on a wooden board on top of a Servis twin-tub top-loader washing machine that would have been a serious showpiece a few decades back. The washing machine is on, vibrating hard, in a way that makes it hard for the sisters to make neat tidy funeral-ready sandwiches. The washing machine might actually move across the floor, if this can be pulled off without bankrupting the production. Someone might nearly overbalance the entire set-up by pressing too hard without a hard surface underneath them, provided it doesn’t feel forced or become a whole affair. We hold on sandwich-making for a long moment. ANNIE, it bears mentioning, is visibly/heavily pregnant.




      LOUISE (with every intention of leading her sisters in a decade of the rosary, precedent notwithstanding). The first sorrowful mystery, / the agony in the garden




      LIZZY. / Ah Lou /




      ANNIE. / Don’t Louise /




      EDELE. / NO thank you, NO prayers today, stop RIGHT now, thanks /




      LOUISE subsides. They make sandwiches.




      LIZZY. I was just thinking there about how Claude (…Cloud.’) Lévi-Strauss said, or, / wrote actually




      LOUISE. / Please /




      ANNIE. / Don’t Lizzy /




      EDELE. / NO, ABSOLUTELY NOT /




      LIZZY subsides. They make sandwiches. ROSE steps away from making sandwiches.




      ROSE




      ROSE goes to the radio.




      / ROSE /




      ANNIE. / Let her /




      ROSE turns on the radio and turns the volume way up before starting to look for a station she wants.




      LIZZY. / ROSE /




      ANNIE. / ROSE, pet, it’s a bit loud /




      LOUISE. / She can’t hear you, she hasn’t got her hearing aids in, she never does /




      EDELE. / FIND THE STATION FIRST, THEN TURN IT UP, HOW MANY FUCKING TIMES ROSE /




      ROSE




      EDELE waves, trying to catch ROSE’s attention.




      ROSE




      EDELE takes a piece of ham from the table and throws it at ROSE. If she misses, she continues saying her name louder and louder and throwing ham until it hits ROSE, getting her attention. At some point in the following before the radio gets turned off, the radio should land on …There’s No One Quite Like Grandma’ – causing all the previously neutral/bystanding/pro-appeasement sisters to come over to EDELE’s anti-radio position.




      ROSE. What?




      EDELE. TURN IT DOWN




      ROSE. I can’t hear it if it’s not loud




      EDELE (not hearing her over the radio). WHAT?




      ANNIE waves to get ROSE’s attention.




      ANNIE. [speak] LOUDER ROSE




      ROSE. THE RADIO [should be louder]?




      ROSE turns the radio up even louder, to general disapproval.




      EDELE. ABSOLUTELY NOT THE RADIO




      ANNIE. SPEAK LOUDER ROSE




      EDELE. AND TURN THE RADIO DOWN




      ROSE. I CAN’T HEAR IT IF IT’S NOT LOUD




      EDELE. SO PUT IN YOUR FUCKING HEARING AIDS




      ROSE. THE BATTERY’S NEARLY GONE




      EDELE. AND IT WOULD BE SO TERRIBLE IF THEY DIED AND YOU COULDN’T HEAR AND WE HAD TO SHOUT




      During the preceding, EDELE has crossed the room to turn down the radio – and FRANCES has entered. Acknowledgement from all except LIZZY.




      ROSE. I’m BORED




      EDELE. And I’m not?




      FRANCES. You’ll have the woman herself in now




      LIZZY. She told us no music, / she told us




      EDELE. You’re such a lick




      LOUISE. Ah leave her Edele




      FRANCES. She loves that one, is what I meant




      EDELE. Which is funny




      FRANCES. Why?




      EDELE. Is it funny?




      LOUISE. Ah Edele




      FRANCES. Yeah




      EDELE. Not exactly delighted Annie’s making her a grandmother, is she




      LIZZY. EDELE




      ANNIE. It’s fine, it’s, is she – [upstairs]?




      FRANCES. She’s out on the road




      LIZZY. Why is she out in the road?




      LOUISE. Looking for Davitt from the funeral home




      FRANCES inspects the sandwiches.




      FRANCES. Ham?




      ANNIE. And egg




      FRANCES. Ham and egg?




      LIZZY. There’s ham and cheese and there’s egg as well




      LOUISE. I hate egg




      FRANCES. Just egg?




      LIZZY. Egg salad




      FRANCES. Butter?




      ANNIE. Loads




      ANNIE hands FRANCES an egg sandwich.




      LIZZY. Those are for the guests




      FRANCES. The guests?




      LOUISE. Mourners




      LIZZY. I meant mourners




      FRANCES. But you said guests




      LIZZY. If you’re not doing anything Frances, we could do with another thing of butter




      FRANCES. That’s interesting




      LIZZY. And another batch [loaf] or two wouldn’t do any harm




      FRANCES. Tell me more




      LIZZY. Just it’s only yourself and myself drive




      FRANCES. True




      LIZZY. –




      I’ll go then




      LIZZY exits. The washing machine stops. General relief.




      EDELE. Thank fuck




      FRANCES. I shouldn’t – [say this]




      ANNIE. But?




      LOUISE. Don’t




      EDELE. Do




      FRANCES. None of you saw Lizzy with the tie the other night, no?




      ROSE. With the what?




      ANNIE (gesturing a tie as she speaks). The tie for him to wear




      FRANCES. Not the tie for him to wear, to close his mouth




      ANNIE. Oh




      ROSE. His mouth?




      ANNIE. Yeah




      ROSE. Was it – ?




      ANNIE. Yeah?




      ROSE. –




      Stuck?




      FRANCES. If we’d left it it would have stuck, yeah




      ROSE. Ugh




      FRANCES. But he’s just gone, it’s late, and she says we’re not to call anyone until the morning but she wants his mouth closed now before anyone sees him, only we’re not to use any of his ties because they’re already boxed up to be given away to the St Vincent de Paul




      EDELE. Her and her fucking – [Vinny de P boxes]




      LOUISE. What about the one he was to wear?




      FRANCES. She’d already laid it out for him




      EDELE. Oh of course




      FRANCES. So then Lizzy’s running around like a mad thing looking for something, anything, and she’s opening drawers (Does so.)




      EDELE. Yeah?




      FRANCES. And she picks up the Sellotape and looks at it




      FRANCES demonstrates LIZZY’s thought process until they catch on – maybe we can wrap Sellotape around our dead father’s head to keep his mouth shut!




      ROSE. Oh my god




      EDELE. Oh my god




      LOUISE. Oh Lizzy




      ANNIE. Oh no




      FRANCES. And that’s not even the best part




      LOUISE. Ah come on




      EDELE (demanding). What?




      ROSE (clarifying). What?




      ANNIE (to ROSE). There’s more




      LOUISE. Ah no




      EDELE. That’s a wind-up




      FRANCES. It’s not




      EDELE. Go on then




      FRANCES. She stops dead right here and guess what she says out loud to herself




      LOUISE. Oh god




      ROSE. What?




      EDELE. Just tell us




      FRANCES (pointing to the washing machine). She goes I don’t suppose the hose, all thoughtful




      ANNIE. –




      She didn’t




      LOUISE. Christ




      ROSE. The hose off the washing machine?




      EDELE. OH MY GOD LIZZY




      BERNADETTE (who no one except this script would ever call BERNIE) enters. She dresses austerely throughout the play. She wears one unostentatious necklace throughout too. FRANCES and the daughters fall quiet.




      BERNIE (to FRANCES). Davitt is on his way with him, and the room still isn’t fit to be seen




      FRANCES. And when was I supposed to give it a look?




      BERNIE. What’s stopping you now?




      FRANCES exits, not without comment/protest/exasperation. BERNIE looks at her daughters.




      –




      Your father is dead and soon to be buried, lying beside my first husband where I was meant to lie, and let that be the end of men for us, let us close the account at a loss before we lose everything, because man’s in debt to woman for his birth, his milk, his spoon brought to his mouth, his kisses- better on his scrapes, and he hates debt because it’s living on the side of a mountain, dropped cups rolling away from your fingers, sleeping with your feet above your head, never building your house fast enough and it always crumbling away, and so he marries, sputters his gruel into some poor daughter’s gap as though that’s the scales moved, and every drop of blood mashed into the first-night sheets is another stony field or sour orchard of dowry or brideprice or whatever the coloureds call it for some skinny scabby daughter who’ll be filled by some son and have daughters who’ll be filled, or some son who’ll slop some daughter and have sons who’ll slop, beggars and beggars and beggars and beggars until the kingdom, I say, enough, no more, we’ll not disgrace ourselves further, are we blacks?




      –




      I said are we blacks?




      ANNIE (with absolutely no irony stemming from her own Blackness). No Mammy




      –




      BERNIE. That’s the end of it now. No more beaus, no more weddings, no more children, / and the family disgrace




      EDELE laughs. Everyone else looks at her.




      What’s funny then?




      EDELE. Nothing




      BERNIE. Then what’s there to laugh about?




      EDELE. Nothing




      BERNIE stares her down. EDELE holds her nerve.




      BERNIE. The family disgrace will end with us because the family name will end with us, and about time too




      BERNIE notices that ROSE isn’t following as closely as she’d like, with her gaze elsewhere in the room.




      MARY ROSE?




      One of her sisters nudges ROSE to make her tune in.




      ROSE. Yeah?




      BERNIE. Are you listening?




      ROSE. Yes Mammy




      BERNIE. So what did I just say?




      ROSE. You asked me was I listening




      BERNIE. Before that




      ROSE. –




      (Guessing.) About Daddy




      BERNIE. What about him?




      ROSE draws a blank. BERNIE goes to the plate of sandwiches. She takes one and holds it up demonstratively.




      ROSE (guessing). Or, you were asking if we’re done




      With none of the earlier sense of play, BERNIE throws a sandwich at ROSE – hard. Then advances on her.




      BERNIE. I won’t pay for you to have hearing aids if you don’t use them, do you understand? Do you understand?




      ROSE. Yes Mammy




      BERNIE. Where are they?




      ROSE. In my room




      BERNIE. Go get them




      ROSE. Alright Mammy




      BERNIE. NOW




      BERNIE matches her volume with a smack – more shocking than punitive or painful, but ROSE jumps, exits a moment later.




      And the rest of ye get cleaning, there’s food on the floor




      BERNIE exits. A long and ultimately unbearable moment amongst the remaining sisters.




      EDELE (to ANNIE, taking the piss). …No Mammy’




      ANNIE. What?




      EDELE. You’re such a lick




      ANNIE. She’ll wait forever for you to say something




      EDELE. Because she knows she can count on you to give up, / if you didn’t give up she would have to




      ANNIE. / I don’t give up, I get it over with, there’s a difference /




      LOUISE. Our father is dead




      ANNIE. –




      Sorry Lou




      EDELE. So?




      LOUISE. So?




      EDELE. Not much to miss, is there? He never talked to us unless he was backing Mammy up, and we still have Lizzy for that, Daddy’s ghost walks among us wearing lipgloss




      LOUISE. Jesus Edele




      ANNIE. He talked to me




      LOUISE. And me




      EDELE. When you were doing his typing, yeah, but he just talked about his favourite records right? And you’re not denying he never spoke to me or Rosie, are you? (To LOUISE more than ANNIE.) Are you going to miss him?




      –




      You hesitated! It’s all coming out now!




      LOUISE. If I say no will you stop fighting?




      EDELE. Who’s fighting? All I did was laugh




      ANNIE. She wouldn’t have gone after Rose like that if you hadn’t




      EDELE. It was FUNNY, she’s going on about no more children and you’re there with Joe Sugrue’s / baby ready to fall out of you any day now, bump the size of Kilimanjaro




      ANNIE. / I don’t want to talk about Joe /




      EDELE. My question is / what’s wrong with the rest of you you DIDN’T laugh




      LOUISE. / Ah Edele come on /




      EDELE. Tell me straight out it wasn’t funny, go on, say no Edele, it wasn’t funny




      BERNIE re-enters with FRANCES. Everyone falls silent.




      BERNIE. What wasn’t funny?




      EDELE. A joke I told




      BERNIE. Today?




      EDELE. I wasn’t thinking




      BERNIE. Go on then




      EDELE. I forget now




      BERNIE. In the last ten seconds?




      EDELE. Yeah




      BERNIE. –




      (Meaning sandwiches.) Is that all ye have done?




      ANNIE. We ran out of bread




      BERNIE. So you’re just standing here?




      LOUISE. Lizzy went to the shops already, Mammy




      BERNIE. And is there drink?




      ANNIE. For the mourners?




      EDELE. There’s a bottle of port and a bottle of gin and a half- bottle of Blue Nun




      FRANCES. Which is mine anyway




      BERNIE. I won’t have people saying we’re tight with anything




      LOUISE. I’ll go get more




      EDELE. I’ll go too




      BERNIE. And you’ll come straight back




      EDELE. Where else would we go?




      BERNIE gives EDELE one last long look, which EDELE returns, then exits. EDELE and LOUISE follow. ANNIE and FRANCES are left alone.




      FRANCES. They should have asked what they’re to get, what exactly, because now whatever it is it’ll be wrong and she’ll make them go back




      Over the preceding, FRANCES has looked for and found a dustpan/broom/hoover/DustBuster/duster or equivalent. She holds it up triumphantly to ANNIE, who doesn’t respond. Which occasions:




      Everything alright, pet?




      ANNIE. Yes!




      FRANCES. You sure?




      ANNIE. Just, my feet hurt




      FRANCES. Then sit down




      ANNIE. She might come in




      FRANCES. And if she does, and if she gives you grief, I’ll strangle her with the hose off the machine




      –




      (As in, no laugh.) No?




      ANNIE. I had my bath last night, and I felt fine, I feel fine, but when I was getting dressed again I saw there was blood, / and it’s not like I’ve never had, or




      FRANCES. Right, well, definitely sit down




      ANNIE sits.




      ANNIE. It’s not like that’s new I mean, but it’s been months now and at this stage isn’t that really bad?




      FRANCES. Just one second now before we panic, there was blood on your clothes?




      ANNIE. Yeah




      FRANCES. Your underwear?




      ANNIE. Yeah




      FRANCES. Little spots?




      ANNIE. It, what’s little?




      FRANCES. As in, individual spots and not a big stain?




      ANNIE. Then yeah




      FRANCES. It was like that?




      ANNIE. Yeah




      FRANCES. But you felt alright?




      ANNIE. Fine




      FRANCES. Not light-headed, even, after the bath?




      ANNIE. No




      FRANCES. And your feet, I know they hurt but are they swollen?




      ANNIE. A bit, but that’s normal right?




      FRANCES. Very normal, and any headache at all?




      ANNIE. Before I go to sleep some nights




      FRANCES. And does your vision go blurry?




      ANNIE. No




      FRANCES. Never?




      ANNIE. Not yet anyway




      FRANCES takes ANNIE’s hand and squeezes it. Tender? Medical? Ambiguously both?




      FRANCES. Right, well, good news




      ANNIE. Yeah?




      FRANCES. That’s normal enough, it might be nothing




      ANNIE. Might be?




      FRANCES. As in, I saw it a lot in London and most of the time it was nothing




      ANNIE. Right




      FRANCES. I’ll have a word with herself about you seeing the doctor




      ANNIE. She doesn’t want anyone to know




      FRANCES. She doesn’t want you to be sick either




      FRANCES has grabbed a sandwich from the platter and gives it to ANNIE.




      Eat something




      ANNIE takes the sandwich. During the following, FRANCES locates the bottle of port and pours herself a (very) large nerve-settling glass.




      ANNIE. These are for the mourners




      FRANCES. You’re mourning your father, aren’t you?




      ANNIE. –




      I’m not sure about that




      FRANCES. Give it time, you’re in shock still




      ANNIE. No I’m sad, I didn’t, I meant she told me I’m not to go




      FRANCES. To the church?




      ANNIE. And I’m to stay in my room when people are here




      –




      So no one sees me




      FRANCES. –




      We’ll fucking see about that




      ANNIE. As though they don’t know already




      FRANCES. We’ll fucking see




      ANNIE. It’s fine




      FRANCES. No it’s not, and I’m surprised at her




      ANNIE. Not me, but it does make me wonder




      FRANCES. At her?




      ANNIE. Or it reminds me that I used to, wonder I mean, if he really was my father




      FRANCES. –




      You’re a changeling, are you?




      ANNIE. You know what I mean




      FRANCES. And I know I was there when you were born, I saw your father hold you, I saw him happier than I’d ever seen him




      ANNIE. Yeah?




      FRANCES. His joke was always that the only things worth crying over were the hurling and the music of Richard Wagner, but he might have shed a tear that time too




      ANNIE. –




      So you’d come home by then?




      FRANCES. Because your mother needed the help, yeah




      ANNIE. And you didn’t miss nursing?




      FRANCES. No I did, but some kinds of help only some people can give




      ANNIE. Family




      FRANCES. Family, yeah, because anyone can turn pensioners from their right to their left, but there’s your mother not coping, and your father, god rest him, was fucking useless, Lizzy’s twelve and supposed to be starting school up in the convent but she’s no books, Lou’s three and she has croup and no one’s taken her to the doctor, add in a new baby who won’t sleep two hours through, and all your father can think to do was sit in his …office’ and listen to Tannhäuser loud enough to wake you whenever you did drop off




      During the preceding, FRANCES has brought ANNIE another sandwich.




      ANNIE. So you came back for me?




      FRANCES. If you want to put it that way, now eat that too




      ANNIE eats.




      ANNIE. I always thought it was when Lizzy’s daddy died




      FRANCES. Oh yeah?




      ANNIE. Because she was all on her own, that you came back to care for Lizzy




      FRANCES. Your grandmother was still on the go then




      ANNIE. Oh yeah




      FRANCES. So I wouldn’t have been allowed in the door




      ANNIE. No?




      FRANCES. No, no love lost there




      ANNIE. –




      Is it bad that I like that thought?




      FRANCES. That me and your grandmother hated each other?




      ANNIE. No, sorry, that it was me you came back for I meant, that you like me best like Mammy likes Lizzy best




      FRANCES. No




      ANNIE. That’s why I thought you’d tell me the truth about Daddy




      FRANCES. –




      She doesn’t like Lizzy best, she owes her




      ANNIE. Owes her?




      FRANCES (meaning herself). Big fucking mouth




      ANNIE. Owes her for what?




      FRANCES. I shouldn’t say




      ANNIE. Why not?




      FRANCES. Annie




      ANNIE. Please?




      FRANCES. –




      For holding a knife to her throat when she was tiny




      ANNIE. What?




      FRANCES. But not so tiny that she’d forget, more’s the pity




      ANNIE. When was this?




      FRANCES. Lizzy’s father had started giving one of the older girls in the convent a lift when it rained, and then he took it into his head that she needed a lift when it was sunny too, she’d only the one school shirt the poor creature, can’t be sweating through it, and then he took it into his head that they were going to get married and run away together, leave your mother, and she wasn’t having ANY of that, which was why when he was at the door with his bag, no word of a lie, he’s at the door and he turns around and he sees her there holding Lizzy like this




      FRANCES plays all the parts in the tableau in turn – Lizzy’s father at the door; Bernie holding an imaginary tiny Lizzy with one hand and an imaginary knife with the other; tiny Lizzy with the imaginary knife at her throat.




      ANNIE. Holding a knife?




      FRANCES. Might even have been this one




      She touches the knife in question.




      ANNIE. Oh my god




      FRANCES. She was never going to, mind, but to make him believe she had to make Lizzy believe




      ANNIE. –




      Wouldn’t she?




      FRANCES. Wouldn’t she what?




      ANNIE. Have hurt her?




      FRANCES. You think she’d take a knife to her own daughter?




      ANNIE. You just told me she nearly did




      FRANCES. –




      Well she didn’t, in the end, and we’ll never have to find out




      ANNIE. Christ




      FRANCES. Which is why I always had time for your father, because fucking eejit that he was he wasn’t as bad as the other fella




      ANNIE. I’ve never heard any of this




      FRANCES. She doesn’t like to talk about it




      ANNIE. Lizzy or – [our mother]?




      FRANCES. I wouldn’t ask either of them




      ANNIE. No, of course




      FRANCES. And Lizzy was only two or three, she might not even remember, might be best to say nothing at all




      ANNIE. Of course




      FRANCES. Promise?




      ANNIE. –




      Is it mad to say I wish it was me? That she’d threatened, I mean




      FRANCES. It’s mad if it’s true




      ANNIE. Because then she’d go easy on me, and if I didn’t even know it had happened – [then what harm?]




      FRANCES. But she would, and you wouldn’t like what it meant for ye [your relationship]




      ANNIE. I could have gotten to go to college in Dublin




      FRANCES. That’s nothing to do with it




      ANNIE. No?




      FRANCES. That’s Lizzy’s money from her father, that’s why she’s always on about French fellas with beards




      During the preceding, FRANCES has picked up a third sandwich to bring to ANNIE, but in bringing it to her she bumps into the obtrusive washing machine.




      This fucking thing




      ANNIE. You alright?
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