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ACT I


SCENE ONE


Sconces at the back entrance of Foxworth Hall snap on dimly.


Olivia Foxworth (sixties) hovers against the door, staring stage right.


The moon slipping out from under a cloud brightens the stage eerily. Peepers chirp, an owl hoots. Suddenly, it and the peepers stop.


Corrine Dollanganger (thirty-eight, attractive), wearing a stylish ruby jacket and skirt, emerges from the darkness carrying a suitcase in each hand. She puts them down and takes out a handkerchief to wipe her face. She looks back.


Olivia, in a plain gray dress, her hair in a tight chignon, doesn’t move, remaining in the shadows, studying her.


Corrine picks up her suitcases and steps forward. When Olivia steps out, Corrine gasps and drops her suitcases.


CORRINE


Mother?


(nervous laugh)


You scared me. I thought you were the ghost of one of Daddy’s crazy cousins. Remember how we used to imagine them, hear those footsteps above?


Olivia is silent.


Why did I have to come in the rear entrance, anyway?


(accusingly)


You’re still considering whether or not to let me return, aren’t you? I knew it.


Olivia is silent.


You want me to beg, don’t you? So I’ll beg. I’m desperate, Mother. I explained it on the phone.


OLIVIA


(starting to relent)


Frankly, I’m surprised you waited this long. Why didn’t you leave him before you fell into such debt?


CORRINE


Why didn’t you leave my father?


OLIVIA


This isn’t about me right now, is it?


(shaking her head)


How he would rant about you and Christopher. He’ll never see you as the prodigal daughter. You’re wasting your time. Go back to wherever you were. I’m sure you’ll find another Christopher quickly enough.


She turns to go back in.


CORRINE


(almost a shriek)


I have no place else to go, no one else to turn to.


Corrine steps closer.


(quick, desperately reaching)


It was in the church you and Daddy built that I heard the minister say Jesus did NOT come to condemn the world.


(quoting)


I come not to judge the world but to save the world.


OLIVIA


It’s a cardinal sin to use scripture to pursue selfish ends.


(smiles, ridiculing)


You’re still so obvious when you try to manipulate someone, Corrine. Time and tragedy have not changed you.


Corrine lowers her head.


CORRINE


Please let me return and ask my father for his forgiveness.


OLIVIA


His forgiveness? What about mine?


CORRINE


Yes, yes, both.


Corrine brings her hands to her face.


We hear a child’s plea.


CORY


(offstage)


Mama! I don’t want to walk anymore.


CARRIE


(offstage)


Me neither, Mama.


Olivia spins back.


OLIVIA


Who is that?


CORRINE


My children. I rushed ahead to prepare you for them.


OLIVIA


(shocked)


Children?


The children appear. Cory (5) is barely awake and leaning against Christopher Jr. (15), as is Carrie (5) against Cathy (13). Christopher Jr. and Cathy carry suitcases.


Four of them?


Corrine moves closer to Olivia so that the children cannot hear them.


CORRINE


(lowering her voice)


All I want is a chance to win his forgiveness. For them.


OLIVIA


You fool. He’ll blame us both.


(thinking)


Wait here. Keep them quiet. I’ll be back with a check. Well?


CORRINE


All right, Mother, all right. We’ll take your money. I’ll stay in the village tonight. There are no more trains until tomorrow.


(realizing)


It’ll be Sunday! I’ll take them to your church so they can see what you’ve built, your community. Bring Daddy. I’ll confess about what I’ve done. Maybe then, if I ask for his forgiveness…


OLIVIA


NO! Are you mad? It’s taken me years to bring back the respect in this religious community, my community.


(realizing what she is doing, nodding at the children)


This is… blackmail.


CORRINE


No. These are your grandchildren, who have sinned against no one and don’t deserve to be cast out like Cain. They don’t know it yet, but they’re Foxworths.


OLIVIA


(starting to slip)


How much do they know?


CORRINE


They know only about love, not of any of my sins.


OLIVIA


They can’t remain ignorant of that.


CORRINE


They won’t. I promise. In time. You’ll help me now, won’t you, Mother? Why should they suffer? They’re innocent. In your heart of hearts, you believe that.


OLIVIA


(shaking her head)


Don’t tell me what I believe and don’t believe, Corrine.


CORRINE


If you’ll only…


Olivia puts up her hand.


OLIVIA


You’re a vengeful child, Corrine. You are your father’s daughter.


CORRINE


I’m your daughter, too, Mother.


OLIVIA


(relenting)


Bring them in. Very quietly. And do exactly what I say.


She turns and goes through the doorway.


CORRINE


(smiling, successful)


Come, children.


CATHY


Was that our grandmother, Mama? Why did we have to wait in the dark? Why did we have to walk all this way? I thought…


CORRINE


(exhausted, seeking help)


Christopher.


CHRISTOPHER JR.


Stuff your questions and just do what Mama asks you to do, Cathy. We’re here, aren’t we?


Corrine picks up her suitcases. The children follow her in. The sound of footsteps on a stairway as the sconces go out and the flat is moved offstage.










SCENE TWO


There is a table and chairs, two double bed mattresses on box frames, and one well-worn, heavy-cushioned dark gray chair and very plain Sheetrock walls.


The attic goes offstage left. Everything the children do is done in this small space. They bring in things from stage left. We will realize it’s very cluttered, jammed with antiques, old pictures, old furniture, etc.


Olivia waits as Corrine enters, followed by the children.


As they move farther in, Olivia steps out and inspects them.


CORRINE


Say hello to your grandmother, children.


CHRISTOPHER JR.


Hello.


He shakes Olivia’s hand.


CORY


Hello.


CARRIE


Hello.


CATHY


Why are we in a dusty, creepy attic?


OLIVIA


Has a doctor checked them? Are there birth defects? Mental issues?


CORRINE


(smiling)


My children are perfect. Absolutely perfect.


OLIVIA


As Lucifer was in heaven.


CORRINE


(ignoring her, proudly)


Christopher is an honor student. He wants to be a doctor. Cathy will be a great ballet dancer someday. And the twins are the brightest in their class. You’ll be proud of them all, as proud of them as I am.


OLIVIA


Proud of them?


CHRISTOPHER JR.


The twins are really tired, Mama.


CORRINE


Couldn’t they stay in one of the rooms on this side of the house for the time being, Mother? It will be warmer and—


OLIVIA


(ignoring her)


In that trunk, you’ll remember, is all the bedding. Years ago, I personally washed away the stains of sin.


CATHY


(grimacing)


What are stains of sin?


CORRINE


(quickly)


Can we get them something to eat, something hot?


OLIVIA


Hot? Do you think I have things simmering on a stove at this hour?


(nodding at the children)


Settle them in. I’ll see what I can do.


She leaves.


CATHY


What did she mean by birth defects? Mental issues?


She looks at Christopher Jr., who shrugs.


CORRINE


Don’t worry about that right now.


(more to herself)


We’re in.


CATHY


In? In what?


Corrine goes immediately to the trunk and starts to take out sheets and pillows, pillowcases…


Why can’t we just have a bedroom? We’re all tired.


CORRINE


I know. I’m tired, too.


(commanding)


Take the twins to the mattress and come get this stuff. The faster we make the beds, the faster you can get to sleep.


Christopher Jr. and Cathy bring the twins to one of the mattresses. They sit, too tired to talk or resist.


Corrine hands Christopher Jr. a bedsheet.


He starts on the other mattress.


Cathy, get these pillowcases on the pillows.


CATHY


This is nuts. Daddy wouldn’t even let us go up in our attic!


CORRINE


(with more authority)


Just do it.


Cathy takes the pillows and begins working reluctantly, slowly.


CATHY


So where’s our grandfather?


CORRINE


I’ll explain it all, but let’s get these beds set up first.


Christopher Jr. takes one of the pillows for the first bed out of Cathy’s hands.


CATHY


Hey, I was doing it. Stop showing off.


CORRINE


Come, children.


Corrine leads Carrie and Cory to the made bed. She takes off Carrie’s shoes, and Christopher Jr. takes off Cory’s.


Cathy picks up an old rag doll, looks at it, smells it.


CATHY


It’s filthy. Everything in here looks yucky.


(she tosses it)


It smells, too.


Christopher Jr. ignores her and finishes the second bed.


Corrine fixes the blanket over the twins and smiles down at them.


CORRINE


They are truly like porcelain figurines. So perfect.


Corrine goes to the heavy-cushioned chair and plops down. Dust flies up.


God, am I tired. I never walked to or from that train station. Isn’t it amazing how much land my parents own? And there’s a lake. I used to ice-skate on it. You all will.


CATHY


So why are we in a friggin’ attic, Mama? And you knew if she saw us right away, she wouldn’t want you, right? That’s why you told us to wait in the dark until you signaled, right?


Corrine doesn’t answer.


Right?


CORRINE


Yes, Cathy.


CATHY


Well, why the hell is she so angry? Our grandparents should feel sorry for us, with Daddy being killed in a car accident.


CORRINE


Actually, I’m the one who’s dead to them.


CATHY


You? Why?


CORRINE


Your father and I eloped, and they were outraged.


CATHY


You never told us you eloped.


(to Christopher Jr.)


Did she?


He shakes his head, just as surprised.


Why were they outraged?


CORRINE


My father wanted me to marry someone established, someone who belonged to their church.


CATHY


(grimacing with disbelief)


And that’s why she’s putting us in a stinky attic?


CORRINE


It’s all still a shock for her. In time, when—


CATHY


Shock for her? What about us?


CHRISTOPHER JR.


Shut up for a minute and let Mama explain.


Cathy plops down on the other bed.


CATHY


Explain before I pass out.


CORRINE


If both of them died right now, everything they have would go to their church—nothing to me, to us.


CATHY


(sitting up quickly)


Why nothing? You told us we’d be rich.


CORRINE


What I didn’t tell you was my father wrote me out of his will when I eloped.


CATHY


Jeez. He sounds really mean. Grinch and Granny Grinch. What are we going to do?


CORRINE


Not you. Me. I’m going to win back my father’s love.


CATHY


How can a father stop loving his own daughter? Daddy could never stop loving us. Remember, Christopher? Remember how he needed to hug us as soon as he was home? Remember—


CHRISTOPHER JR.


(memories are painful)


Stop, Cathy. Of course I remember.


CATHY


Well, I wouldn’t care about a father who didn’t love me.


CORRINE


I don’t have a choice, Cathy. I explained that there was no life insurance. We’re basically…


CHRISTOPHER JR.


Destitute.


CORRINE


Exactly.


CATHY


This is all scaring the shit out of me, Mama.


CORRINE


I am scared for all of us, darling, but I’ve got to be strong.


(smiles)


Wonderful things will happen. You’ll see.


CATHY


What wonderful things? You said your father disowned you. And your mother put us in an attic.


CHRISTOPHER JR.


Cathy. You’re not being too helpful.


CATHY


Well, pardon me, Your Highness.


CHRISTOPHER JR.


Shut up.


CORRINE


Please. Don’t fight. Not now.


(rising)


My father will realize that was a mistake, Cathy. I promise.


She crosses to stage left to the limits of the lighting.


(pointing)


The bathroom is here. I’m sure it’s clean. There’s a slogan above the front door of the church my father built on this property: Cleanliness is next to godliness. When I was a child, my mother nearly scrubbed my skin off whenever she gave me a bath.


CATHY


I believe that. She looks like she has sandpaper for hands.


CORRINE


(ignoring her, smiles, remembering)


I used to wash my father’s back.


(looking at Christopher Jr.)


Just like Christopher washed mine.


Cathy looks sharply at Christopher Jr., who’s smiling.


CATHY


I used to wash Daddy’s. He let Carrie do it, too. Remember he used to say we were the cleanest family?


They all turn as Olivia reenters. She carries a small carton to the table.


OLIVIA


There are some peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, milk, napkins. There’s soap and towels in the bathroom. And—


She stops, shocked.


Why are the boy and girl in the same bed?


CORRINE


They’re just children, Mother.


OLIVIA


Boys and girls do not sleep in the same bed in this house.


CORRINE


But they’re sleeping so soundly, Mother. Let them sleep. I’ll move them later. I promise.


Olivia glares at her.


Corrine moves Cory to the other bed. He wakes.


CORY


Mama. Carrie will be scared.


He reaches toward Carrie.
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