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This book of plays is dedicated to the memory of my brilliant, brave and beautiful friend, Jo Egan.


‘She is a girl would not be afraid to walk the whole world with herself’ Lady Augusta Gregory
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Introduction


Deirdre Kinahan




I am delighted by the publication of these five short plays which feature intermittently in the swirl of my writing career from my very first effort, Bé Carna (1999), to my most recent commission, An Old Song, Half Forgotten (2023). They each carry their own story as to my life in theatre, as well as reaching out into the ether to find voice for some beautiful, broken characters disappeared by the world.




The first play, Bé Carna (women of the flesh), was written in 1999 when I was working as an actress in my own fledgling theatre company, Tall Tales. A good friend of my mother Pat, Sister Fiona Pryle, was setting up a support group for women working in prostitution in Dublin and asked me if I would teach the ladies basic literacy and computer skills as a means of subsidising my budding artistic life. I spent five years working with this brilliant organisation, Ruhama Women’s Project, now considered to be one of the most important advocacy groups in Ireland and Europe.




Back in the day, however, we hadn’t a bob, and I remember literally wallpapering a tiny room at the top of a shop in a tough part of Dublin, with two of the women, to create our first meeting place. The women accessing the project had spent most of their lives working in prostitution. They were older now and Ruhama was trying to help them retrain and secure a different means of making a living, if that was their desire. Prostitution in Dublin in the 1990s was still an outdoor/street pursuit, though a new group of trafficked and drug-using women were growing in number. Ruhama had an outreach service and provided a safe space with lovely services, such as reflexology, massage, counselling and various educational classes.




The ladies knew I was trying to make a career in theatre, so they used to come and see me in plays produced by me and my friend Maureen Collender through Tall Tales. Then one of the women asked if I would write a play about them; a play that gave a true picture of who they were as women, not just as prostitutes. I thought it a great idea and said I would try to put a team together, including a writer, explaining that I didn’t write for theatre. The women, however, were having none of it; they knew me, trusted me and wanted me to write that play. So… what to do but give it a go? And so Bé Carna – and Deirdre the playwright – were born.




The play is a series of five interlinking monologues inspired by stories I came across at Ruhama. I suppose I wanted to share with an audience the privilege of knowledge that I enjoyed as to how diverse and courageous this community of women are. How they don’t fit into any stereotype and how their lives as women are deeply impacted by society’s response to prostitution. I worked with a wonderful team of five actors, and director Gerry Morgan, in figuring out how to link and perform these individual pieces, imagining a kind of homage to the ghosts of Irish women subjected to institutionalisation and vilification over the centuries. We played for a few weeks in Dublin and took the play to Edinburgh. It was very well received, and I believe organisations used the text for advocacy and education around the realities of such a life for many years. It is, understandably, a dark tale, but reverberates nonetheless with humanity, warmth and comic humour – because that is/was the truth of the fantastic women I knew at the time.
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