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             Premiere Production

         

         A Dead Body in Taos  was produced by Fuel and co-commissioned by Fuel, Theatre Royal Plymouth and Warwick Arts Centre with support from Bristol Old Vic, and first performed at Bristol Old Vic on 30 September 2022, with the following cast:

         
             

         

         Leo  David Burnett

         Jacob Fellows  Nathan Ives-Moiba

         Sam  Gemma Lawrence

         Tristana Cortez/Agnes Martin/Kath’s Mum  Clara Onyemere

         Kath  Eve Ponsonby

         Curtis Adams/Michael/Dr Fritz Erhardt  Dominic Thorburn

         
             

         

         All other parts played by members of the company

         
             

         

         Director  Rachel Bagshaw

         Designer  Ti Green

         Lighting Design  Katy Morison

         Composition and Sound Design  Ben and Max Ringham

         Video Design  Sarah Readman

         Movement Director  Ingrid Mackinnon

         
             

         

         Accent Coach  Gurkiran Kaur

         Costume Supervisor  Victoria Nissley

         Assistant Directors  Tian Brown-Sampson, Oliwia Charmuszko-Carrigan

         Associate Sound Designer  Ellie Isherwood

         Assistant Costume Supervisor  Jo Lewis

         Casting Director  Louis Hammond CDG

         Production Manager  Helen Mugridge

         Company Stage Manager  Roisin Symes8
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            Characters

         

         
            In Taos

            Sam 

            Taos Police 

            Leo (older) 

            Jacob Fellows 

            Tristana Cortez 

            Kath Cyborg 

            
                

            

            In Kath’s Past 

            Kath 

            Kath’s mother 

            Leo (younger) 

            Brad 

            Curtis Adams 

            Students at Kent State 

            Agnes Martin 

            Reporter 

            Governor Rhodes 

            Dr Fritz Erhardt 

            Michael 

            
                

            

            
                

            

            The play is intended to be performed by six actors or more.

            10
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               Act One

            

         

         
            
               The Desert

            

         

         A dead body found. Police lights in the New Mexican desert. We hear reporter voices, multiple reports.

         
            Reporter Voices The body was found in the hills of the remote New Mexico desert about thirty miles from the small town of Taos at zero-five-hundred hours Pacific Standard Time. The temperatures were twenty below zero and the body frozen cold. The body is reported to be a white female, dressed in light clothing, and to be between sixty and seventy years old.

            Sam, not actually in the scene, somehow outside but looking in, stares at the body in the police lights. 

            Sam is thirty-three years old. She has an English accent. Now we are in the mortuary, Taos. Sam is with an American police. Police has a Southern US accent. 

            Police Would you like a coffee? Glass of water?

            Sam I’ve just come off a twelve-hour flight. I’d like to get this done and get to the hotel.

            Police This won’t take long.

            Would you mind confirming? Is this Katherine Horvath?

            Sam is shown the body. 

            Is this your mother?

            In the distance we see a figure, strange, shadowy, still.

            It is Kath Cyborg. 

            Sam looks at the body on the slab. 

            Sam Yes, that’s her.

            Police You came here alone? 14

            Sam Yes. Alone.

            Police You are resident in the United Kingdom?

            Sam In London. She brought me up there.

            Police Could you please write your full address on the form?

            Sam How did she die?

            Police We’re still awaiting a full autopsy.

            Sam But …

            Police (anticipating her concern) There was no sign of foul play … we can only assume natural causes, from the cold.

            Sam Did she get lost?

            Police The deceased has lived here many years. She knew the area well. She knew that walking after dark at this time of year would be dangerous. She knew the temperatures …

            Sam So what are you implying?

            Police It’s possible she was under the influence. Taos is home to a lot of individuals who maintain habits of various kinds in order to support their alternative view of life.

            Sam And if she wasn’t under the influence?

            Police We must also consider the possibility … of a deliberate act.

            Beat. 

            We found a message on your mother’s body. It has your name on it.

            Police hands the message over. 

            Do you understand it at all?

            Sam looks at the message. 

            In the distance the Kath Cyborg stirs … 15

         

         
            
               Cremation

            

         

         The coffin of Kath Horvath is behind the curtains. Sam is there in dark clothes. Sam gives the oration. She’s not comfortable doing so. 

         
            Sam My name is Sam, I’m Kath’s only daughter. I’m going to say a few words.

            My mother’s favourite artist was the abstract expressionist Agnes Martin.

            An older man is in the background. Leo. Sixty-five years old. In a dark suit. He watches. 

            Agnes drew endless grids in pencil. Like she was trying to quieten the world. Make a journey out of chaos.

            Pause. Leo watches her. 

            My mother was obsessed by her, ever since she first saw her work in the mid 1960s. They met back then. Agnes was driving her camper van. My mother was at college. My mother asked Agnes where she was going. She replied, ‘Towards the silence.’

            When she had her breakdown, my mother chose to come here. Where Agnes Martin died.

            She said it was the quietest place on earth.

            Sam looks out the window at the mountains as the cremation music plays. Leo watches Sam as the body disappears. 

            Leo Sam?

            My name is Leo Brewer. I’m an old friend of your mother’s.

            Sam I know who you are.

            Leo I flew in from Chicago last night. I wanted to be here.

            Sam Chicago?

            Leo I teach there now. I was at NYU but they deemed me no longer fit for service. Are you alone? 16

            Sam I’ll only be here a few days. I have to get back for work.

            Leo Your father didn’t want to be here?

            Sam I haven’t told him she died.

            Leo Wouldn’t he want to know?

            Sam I didn’t see the point. He and Kath …

            Leo You call her Kath?

            Sam She hated the word ‘mother’. My parents weren’t reconciled, as you Americans would say.

            Leo Is he still in London?

            Sam He’s in Switzerland. His second marriage has just failed.

            Leo I’m sorry.

            Sam Oh he’s fine. He lives by his lake counting his money.

            Leo It’s strange. We never met before.

            Sam Why strange? Kath and I haven’t been close for a long time.

            Leo I haven’t seen her in ten years.

            Beat. 

            Sam She talked about you when I was young. She talked about you a lot.

            Leo Oh yes?

            Sam She was angry with you. For leaving her.

            Leo I didn’t leave her. She was the love of my life.

            They stare at the curtain. 

            Sam They found a message on her body.

            Leo What did it say?

            She hands it over. He reads. 17

            ‘Sam. Don’t grieve. I’m not here.’

            Sam What does it mean?

            Leo stares at the letter. 

         

         
            
               The House

            

         

         Sam is in her mother’s house. She stares out at the horizon. She’s on the phone. 

         
            Sam I’ve booked the flight back for Thursday. I need to sort the will, decide what happens with the house. But it shouldn’t take long.

            I’m here now. It’s like a hermit’s cave. You look out the window, there’s nothing, just sky and rock.

            Beat. 

            This isn’t the time to talk about this.

            Why? Because my mother is dead, I’m in the middle of New Mexico, and now you’re suddenly thinking about me?

            Jacob Fellows enters. Thirty-five years old. African-American. Briefcase. 

            The lawyer’s here. I have to go. Maybe we can talk about this when we’re actually in the same city.

            I’m putting the phone down. Daniel. I’m putting down the phone.

            She puts down the phone. 

            Jacob Miss Felix? Jacob Fellows. I apologise for intruding.

            Sam I asked you here.

            Jacob Yes you did. I’m sorry for your loss. Kath was a wonderful woman. Full of life. Are you staying here in the house? It’s a beautiful place. Did you know that an artist built it? 18

            Sam Agnes Martin.

            Jacob Have you been to the gallery in town?

            Sam I’m staying at the Angel Falls hotel.

            Jacob Oh really? Because just to be clear, it’s perfectly permissible for you as her daughter and executor to use the house during this period. Your mother lived alone, there’s no one else here …

            Sam I prefer to use the hotel. Thank you.

            Jacob You came to Taos on your own?

            Sam Yes, and I need to leave once this is all seen to. I have a life in London. Deadlines. I need to get back.

            Beat. 

            Jacob Are you okay?

            Sam Why would I not be okay?

            Jacob Well, normally at this time people prefer a little conversation before they get down to the business side. But that’s all good.

            He opens his briefcase. 

            Can you confirm that you are Kath Horvath’s only living dependant and the executor of her will and testimony?

            Sam I can.

            Jacob Okay.

            He smiles. He opens the letter. He is clearly taken aback. 

            Okay.

            Sam What is it?

            Jacob Samantha, may I call you Samantha? May I ask? When did you last speak to your mother?

            Sam It was on the phone. Three years ago. 19

            Jacob Did she talk to you? About anything?

            Sam She asked me to come here, to Taos. I declined.

            Jacob May I ask why?

            Sam We hadn’t seen each other for a long time. I didn’t see any reason to change that.

            Jacob Did something happen? I mean, to result in such occasional contact …

            Sam Is this relevant?

            Jacob I don’t know. Is it?

            Beat. 

            Miss Felix, your mother’s will was changed quite recently. She delivered the new version to my office herself, sealed. Not long before she passed. Wouldn’t say what was in it, wouldn’t say why. What I am reading here is not what I expected based on our previous conversations.

            Beat. 

            Sam What does it say?

         

         
            
               Future Life

            

         

         The Future Life Corporation. Taos. Sam watches a ‘welcome’ presentation on a screen.

         
            Presenter (voice-over) Welcome to Future Life, a research facility situated in the vast beauty of the New Mexican desert. The landscape of Taos and the mountains of the Santa Crista have long been a place of spiritual reflection from the Native Americans through the Catholic invaders to the New Age alternative practices of the twentieth century. Now Future Life biotech corporation builds on these foundations of metaphysical and existential questing to take humanity into the third millennium. 20

            Tristana Cortez is there. 

            Cortez Miss Felix, I’m sorry, I was delayed in a session. Did someone get you a drink?

            Sam What was she doing here?

            Cortez I see you have inherited your mother’s directness.

            Sam That’s pretty much all I inherited.

            Cortez This must be shocking for you. Please. Can I get you something?

            You know the house is yours so long as you choose to stay in it …

            Sam That’s a bequest in the form of a handcuff. I don’t want my mother controlling my future or where I live it. I don’t even want her money. I do want to know why this institution is her major beneficiary.

            Cortez Kath was interested in our work here at FLC. She’s always been a seeker. As you know.

            Sam And this is where the seekers come to die.

            Cortez Not exactly.

            Beat. 

            Sam What do you mean?

            Cortez Kath said you’d come. She asked me to show you something. It won’t take a minute. And it will explain a great deal about what your mother has been doing these last few years.

            Beat. 

            I’m wondering if maybe you should sit down.

            Sam Thank you, I prefer to stand.

            Cortez Nonetheless it might be advisable. In our experience … 21

            Sam I don’t want to sit down.

            Beat. 

            Cortez Jared, would you send Kath through?

            Jared (on intercom) Certainly, Dr Cortez.

            Sam What did you say?

            Cortez I really would sit down.

            A figure at the door. 

            Come in, Kath.

            Enter a robotic figure. Kath Cyborg. She is around thirty-five years old. She is a cyborg but played by the actress who plays Kath. She has an American accent but speaks without much emotion. 

            Kath Cyborg Hello, Tristana.

            Cortez Hi, Kath. This is Sam.

            Kath Cyborg I know who she is.

            Beat. 

            Hello, darling. How are you?

            Sam stands astonished, stumbles. Silence. 

            I was worried you wouldn’t come. But here you are. You got my message.

            Cortez (to Sam) Do you need a glass of water?

            Sam I’m fine.

            Kath You remember that time I had a party in the house in Belsize Park? It was meant to be fun and you were so nervous you puked up in front of all the guests. You look a little like that now.

            Cortez Are you sure you don’t need a glass …?

            Sam I said I’m fine … 22

            Cortez Kath, do you want to explain to Sam what we’re doing here?

            Kath Cyborg I think it’s better coming from you, Tristana.
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