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    Foreword 


 Agustina Muñoz
 Translated by William Gregory


    A young swallowman. I remember the moment when a friend who had been born in the south of Argentina explained to me the exact nature of this job with a bird’s name, a poetic name hiding a reality a thousand times more sad. I was a teenager, and the world was unfolding in all its rawness. The scales were falling from my eyes and they would never stop: the system we exist in hides, cheats, kills and lets die the very things it live off. The work of the swallowman is temporary, precarious and carried out in exploitative conditions with no regard for workers’ or human rights. It is seasonal, backbreaking, and exhausting. People forced into subsisting this way are paid a pittance in exchange. On the margins of the system, not outside of it, but in the state’s and the market’s peripheral vision, it relies on complicity and silence for its continued existence.


    Laura Santos’s play is wrought from a territory and its wounds, and from the strength of the people who live there and whose souls still burn. It tells the story of the eponymous young swallowman and a young girl, Belinda, in a moment of their lives when the scales fall fully from their eyes. Their need to seek justice becomes urgent: his for his brother and hers for her best friend, two victims of a broken system built by broken people. But neither of them is broken, and this is evident throughout the play. In Mexico there is a saying that people who do not know how to care for life have had their souls flee from them. Here, it is clear who has held onto their souls, whose eyes still shine as they look at the stars. And this is resistance: the possibility of describing, building and protecting other ways to exist.


    More than anything, I think this play is a love story. The story Laura tells has its roots in a land where humans, plants, animals and spirits are interconnected; with a specific economy, a specific pain; where the system has broken bonds in a particular way, and where at the same time life persists in a particular way. Laura writes with the generosity and honesty that this demands. What does it mean to tell a story? How is it told, from what point of view, for whom? This is a story of a place and characters who become allies in a moment of rage and despair, but also in an overwhelming need to rescue and recover hope. The play itself is a source of light, even if set in deep darkness; a story to be uncovered, laid bare in all its rawness and disillusionment. And there are many other stories we must tell, stories to rekindle the sacred fire that lights us from within, the dignity and connection with life that survives everything, like the plants that come out to sunbathe between the cracks in the asphalt, like the people who succeed in throwing the mining companies out of their lands, like the mothers who keep the memories of their children alive and transform them into struggle, like the people who dance with the mountains, who give what they don’t have, who tell the stories that must be told for us to go on remembering who we are and why we are here.


    ‘Everything’s beating: the earth, the anguish in my forehead, Mora is beating,’ says Belinda in a moving moment in the play. Mora is her friend. And her body, beating with this earth, is still alive.



 A Young Swallowman

  Laura Santos


 

  Translated by William Gregory


  


    To all the Moras and Belindas


 

    ‘Reconstruct the way the world looked at them. If we can succeed in knowing how they were looked at, we will know how they looked at the world.’


     


    Selva Almada, Chicas muertas [Dead girls] 


 
   
    This English translation of Un joven golondrina/A Young Swallowman was commissioned by the English Stage Company at the Royal Court Theatre. It is copyright and may not be used for any public or commercial purpose, including but not limited to performance, publication, broadcast or adaptation, without the permission of both the playwright and the translator. In the case of performance, this permission must be acquired before the commencement of rehearsals.


    Characters




     


    BELINDA, about to turn 14


    MORA, 14


    YOUNG SWALLOWMAN,1 over 18


    AURORA, early 50s


    AMANDA, mid-50s


    HELEN, early 40s


    MAMANI, around 50


    GÓMEZ, pushing 60


    HEART, a calf


     


    In the Río Negro valley, Argentina, in a region of small farms where fruit is grown.


    
      
        1 The term ‘swallowman’ (in Spanish, ‘golondrina’) refers to the seasonal workers who migrate temporarily from one part of the country to another, to the countryside, according to the agricultural calendar, to work as manual labourers at harvest time.

      

    


    I 
 THE SLAUGHTER


    1.


    The sun shines in the sky.Green fields and a fast-flowing river.BELINDA and MORA have just emerged from the water.They try on dresses; underneath, they remove their wet swimming costumes and put on their underwear.


     


    BELINDA: This one’s too big.


    MORA: Yeah, I do like it but it’s too big for you.


    BELINDA: It’s big, but it is pretty.


    MORA: It needs shortening; I like my knees.


    BELINDA: Mine are really bony.


    MORA: Yours are nothing but bone! (Puts on her bra and tugs brusquely on the straps). 


    BELINDA: (Approaching) Is it uncomfortable?


    MORA: Not really.


     


     


    BELINDA: (Feels her breasts and shakes her head) The ‘A’s say I should wear one now. ‘There’s no point resisting; sooner or later…’.


    MORA: I started wearing one ’cause they’re heavy and they hurt; I like it more and more.


    BELINDA: ‘I don’t know; it’s up to you,’ they say. Which is a bit of a lie, ’cause actually they’re just telling you what to do.


    MORA: Yeah, it’s like when my mum says, ‘Do what you like’, when actually she means, ‘Do what I tell you, or else…’.


    BELINDA: Mine don’t hurt at all, and they’re not heavy; the ‘A’s are so over-the-top.


    MORA: They’re so annoying; you don’t need one!


    BELINDA: I don’t want one either.


    MORA: (Taking off her bra) Boobs out!


    BELINDA: I like your nipples; they’re round, like pointy buttons.


    MORA: They show really well when I wear a tee-shirt.


    BELINDA: The ‘A’s freak out about everything.


    MORA: You should do whatever you want.


    BELINDA: It’s not that simple. (Tries on MORA’s dress) I like this one.


    MORA: Shall we shorten them?


    BELINDA: They haven’t worn these dresses for years.


    MORA: Whose did mine use to be?


    BELINDA: That was Auro’s I think. I’m keeping your one.


    MORA: Let’s shorten that one, too; it is starting to get too small for me.


    BELINDA and MORA cut the dresses with a pair of scissors and try them on again.


    MORA: (Looks into the distance) Be, our jacaranda flowered!


    BELINDA: Yay! It’s happy near the river.


    MORA: Protected by the poplars, their high crowns pointing up like shields.


    BELINDA: There’s some of that clover growing near it, the one the horses like. I’m gonna take them some.


    BELINDA gathers the herbs in a cloth bag and she and MORA start to sing their own version of ‘The Jacaranda Song’. 2


    ‘Close to Cipoletti


    it rains and it will rain


    one flower and another blue flower


    from the jacaranda’.


    BELINDA: We’re going on holiday to Punta Tombo to see the penguins; I heard the ‘A’s say you could come.


    MORA: I am doing really well at school.


    BELINDA: I’m gonna sneak a penguin back with me.


    MORA: Be, you can’t do that. It would be nice to have one, though.


    BELINDA: (Imitating the waddling of a penguin) I will, I’ll sneak one back; you’ll see. And they said they’re gonna teach us to drive.


    MORA: Oh! We’ll have to practice pretending we don’t know how. I’ll be Amanda, OK?


    BELINDA: (Sits down and pretends to be at the steering wheel) I’m so nervous! How do I brake?


    MORA: (Imitating one of the aunts, with an exaggerated tone, pretending to smoke a cigarette) Darling, it’s like riding a bicycle: you learn young so it’s easier to get your licence when you’re sixteen.


    BELINDA: That’s two years away!


    MORA: Oh, Hell’s bells, what an anxious child!


    BELINDA: That’s so Amanda: ‘Hell’s bells!’


    MORA: (Coming out of character) I wanna run away and go driving all over the south!


    BELINDA: (Shows MORA the money she has in her pocket) For our road-trip.


    MORA: How much have we got?


    BELINDA: We’ll have to save up a bit more.


    MORA: Not if we hitch-hike.


    BELINDA: Hitch-hike? The ‘A’s won’t let me.


    MORA: We’re not gonna tell them, Be.


    BELINDA: But then I’ll be for it when we get back.


    MORA: Maybe we won’t come back.


    BELINDA: What?


    MORA: (Collapses onto the ground) It’s so boring round here; always the same.


    BELINDA: My aunts would drag me back by my hair. Yeah, let’s not come back.


    MORA: Why are you so scared of them? They’re not bad people; they’re just overprotective.


    BELINDA: They’re annoying; they’re always telling me what to do.


    MORA: I wanna travel and travel and travel. See you soon, Mount Lanín3!


    BELINDA: The clouds must be really different there, so close to the volcano.


    MORA: We can use ‘The Cloud-Spotter´s Guide’4 to interpret them.


    BELINDA: (Takes the book from her bag and acts) ‘Many a man curses the rain that falls upon his head, and knows not that it brings abundance to drive away the hunger’.5 (Puts on wellingtons and looks up to the sky) It’s gonna rain today, later on though. I brought some to lend you.


    MORA: (Runs, over the top) It’s gonna raaaaiiiiin!


    BELINDA: We’re gonna get weeeeeeeeeet!


    MORA: (Puts on the boots) Thanks; I can go in the mud now.


    Shouting is heard, and a truck stopping. The girls climb up onto some rocks beside the river and look at the road behind them.


    BELINDA: They’ve got the swallowmen in there: in the tractors like cows.


    MORA: I saw the people from Frutol putting those tents up; the ones with leaves to ‘protect them’ from the sun.


    BELINDA: The ‘A’s bought loads of extra stock for the shop; they always come for a wander and buy themselves something.


    MORA: What time should we go back?


    BELINDA: After siesta. (Climbs down from the rocks and takes some cigarettes out of the bag)


    MORA: Tob-ac-co. Hope they don’t notice.


    MORA comes down from the rocks, puts the cigarette into her mouth and dances crazily. BELINDA guffaws.


    BELINDA: I finished my story for school. D’you wanna read it? (Gives MORA a sheet of paper)


    MORA: Obviously. (Reads something that BELINDA has written and pulls faces with the unlit cigarette)


    “The road is straight, with no bends; it takes us from one village to the next. Emerging from the cement on the edges of our path, everything overflows with green.


    I take one trainer off with the other and stroke the fur of the dog that’s between my feet. It’s soft and it smells of Terrabusi6 biscuits.


    The car stops at the bar where the girls are. ‘The Tavern’, they call it. One of the girls appears; she’s friendly and she’s called Helen. She takes the Cacique cigarettes and jogs away as the dry wind whips her hair.


    I wind down the window and the air smells of that time of day when the fields go dark.


    I look at my body and I think about those women inside there in the heat.


    My body; what will it be like in a few years?


    I’ll hide it from myself, from you, from everyone”.


    A YOUNG SWALLOWMAN appears with a cloth knapsack and tools for working the land. The girls realise he has been listening.


    YOUNG SWALLOWMAN: Why?


    BELINDA: (Surprised) Hiya.


    MORA: Why what?


    YOUNG SWALLOWMAN: Why are you going to hide it?


    BELINDA: (Embarrassed) Oh, I don’t know.


    YOUNG SWALLOWMAN: That was great, what you were reading.


    MORA: (Folds the paper up and puts it away) Did you like it?


    YOUNG SWALLOWMAN: Did you write it?
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