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WILD EAST








An anonymous, corporate room. Some papers on a round, low table surrounded by three chairs. The table has a coffee pot and three cups and also a sculptured centrepiece. There is a camera in the room operated by an on/off switch which is hand-held. Dr Pitt, who has her arm bandaged, stands regarding the room. She has not been on the premises for six weeks. It has cost her something to come back. Frank, a young man, enters. He has been hurrying. He sees Dr Pitt.




Frank   This is Room 212?


Pitt   Yes, it is.


Frank   I thought I was going to be late. There was a defective train at Mile End or someone had been pushed onto the tracks. I couldn’t quite make it out.


Pitt   Maybe it was both.


Frank   You’re here for an interview?


Pitt   Yes, I am.


Frank   It’s a strange time. 6 p.m. Why do you think they did that?


Is it a disorientation technique?


Pitt   I expect so.


Frank   Possibly it’s a body-clock thing, to push you. Normally, physically, you’re clocking off about now.


Pitt   I expect you’re right.


Frank   They’re bastards. That’s what my professor told me. 




Beat.





Hello. I’m Frank.


Pitt   Hello. I’m Dr Pitt. I shall be interviewing you in approximately two minutes.


Frank   Oh, Jesus.


Pitt   It’s OK.


Frank   Oh, shit.


Pitt   Really. It is.


Frank   Shit.


Pitt   Frank. The interview hasn’t started.


Frank   Really?


Pitt   Yes. You know what? I understand. I’m a human being too.


We all make mistakes. In fact I’m flattered, Frank, that you should consider me young enough to be a candidate.


Frank   They do take old people. Nowadays it’s practically legislated for.


Pitt   Can I give you some advice? The first thing that pops into your head may not always be appropriate.


Frank   Right.


Pitt   You don’t always have to say what you feel, you know?


Frank   OK.


Pitt   Take the tip and you’ll get through with flying colours.


Frank   Thank you.




Beat.








Pitt   So, tell me. What exactly is this interview for?


Frank   You mean you don’t know?


Pitt   I’ve been away. I slot back into things very fast.


Frank   That’s kind of unnerving. I mean from my perspective.


Pitt   Don’t worry about it, Frank. Fill me in.


Frank   Well, your corporation is taking on the brightest of this year’s graduates. We’re fresh blood. We’re hungry. We have all the new ideas.


Pitt   What are they?


Frank   Well, they’re, you know, new.


Pitt   Yeah, well, good luck. We could do with them. Are you hungry, Frank?


Frank   I just ate.


Pitt   For the work.


Frank   Oh, yes.


Pitt   But you wouldn’t undercut someone’s job at a reduced salary intake?


Frank   No. What do you …? I mean. What? No.


Pitt   Because if I suspect so, Frank, I will not be trying to get you through this.


Frank   Oh. OK. Shit.




Dr Gray enters. She stops short at seeing Dr Pitt.





Gray   God, you’re here.


And you must be Frank. I’m Dr Gray. I see you’ve met my colleague, Dr Pitt. We weren’t sure that Dr Pitt would make it today. We’re very glad to she did. Please sit down.







They sit.





Welcome.


Frank   Hello.


Gray   You speak Japanese.


Frank   I did a crash course.


Gray   And Russian. Congratulations, that’s unusual.


Frank   Thank you.


Gray   How do you feel about Russia?


Frank   Over the years I’ve come to love and admire the Russian people, their soul.


Gray   About working there, I meant.


Frank   I’d like to work there. I’d be very interested in a placement there.




Pause.





Would you like me to say more?


Pitt   There’s more?


Gray   If you like.


Frank   I keep an eye on Russia, so to speak.


Pitt   I’m sure the Russians find that reassuring.


Frank   I have friends I’m in regular contact with on the net.


Gray   Informal networks can be valuable.


Frank   And also fun.




Beat.





Do you want me to speak about the socio-economic developments, especially since the crisis of ’98? I can do that.





Gray   That’s OK, Frank. We know you have a lot riding on this.


Our field is the most innovative and exciting development in the business world. Our client base has increased exponentially at a rate we could never have anticipated five years ago. What delights us is the opportunity to work with graduates from, in your case – (She checks her notes.) – the University of Lampeter. Well done for getting this far, Frank. This interview is your last hurdle.


Frank   I’m practically birthing a kitten.


Gray   This is a new carpet.




They laugh.





Pitt   Can I ask a question?


Frank   Sure.


Pitt   Soul.


Frank   What?


Pitt   Where do you get off using the word ‘soul’, Frank?


What is that? An attempt to impress us? You don’t want to know what I wrote on my little piece of paper when you said that.


Frank   It’s a word the Russians use about themselves: dusha.


Pitt   The Russians? What is that in the context of diverse populations except soft racism? I need coffee. (She pours a cup with difficulty.)


Frank   My girlfriend is Russian.


Gray   What I think Dr Pitt is pointing out is a central tenet in our research strategy, which is local focus. Time and again our studies in the field have turned up surprises for our clients. Let me give you an example. In the early days our company was approached by an outdoor clothing manufacturer. Our anthropologists identified thirty-six women who had an enthusiastic interest in the outdoors and conducted interviews with them about their lives and activities in the countryside. They made an unexpected discovery.




Beat.





Frank   Were they involved in some kind of pagan ritual with sacrificial overtones?


Pitt   This is Surrey, Frank. Don’t get yours hopes up.


Gray   Almost every respondent talked of going to a farmers’ market. A marketing venue our client had never considered. Not a huge finding, but if you’re an outdoor wear manufacturer … you couldn’t go wrong with a booth at a farmers’ market. They would never have figured that out.


Frank   Yes, I see.


Pitt   This coffee is shit. What made you turn to anthropology as a young person, Frank?


Frank   Well, this may sound a little odd, but I confused it with archaeology and while related to archaeology it wasn’t archaeology.


Pitt   Help us out, Frank. There are X amount of candidates here today.


We’d like to think we had a winner.


Frank   I’m just a little nervous.


Gray   Can we talk about the camera?


Frank   The camera?


Gray   The interview is being recorded to facilitate selection. All candidates were informed of this procedure by letter.





Frank   Oh, yes.


Gray   The camera is operated manually in this room. Are there any questions?


Frank   Does that mean we can switch it off?


Pitt   Under presentation skills your application reads ‘Excellent’.


Frank   I didn’t know what else to put.


Pitt   I can think of several things.


Gray   Good. We’ll start. I’m switching on the camera.


Frank, what do you know about yoghurt?


Frank   Yoghurt? I’m allergic.


Pitt   Ethnologically.


Frank   Oh, God.


Gray   Yoghurt was discovered two thousand years ago, by a mogul warrior who allowed milk to transform in a pouch during a desert journey. The name ‘yoghurt’ is Turkish and means ‘life’. You say ‘yoghurt’ anywhere in the world and they’ll know what you’re talking about.


Frank   I’ll have to try it.


Gray   It’s a player; the fastest-growing product in the Russian dairy market, worth a billion dollars per annum.


Frank   Wow.


Gray   How might you begin to hypothesise a notional strategy of product placement in the present Russian climate?


Frank   I don’t really eat yoghurt. I get these red, itchy lumps. Hives.





Pitt   You’re going have to think, Frank, about what you know about the Russian dusha at the present time and apply that to yoghurt.


Frank   Well, I’d say, I’d say … that … there’s a feeling of loss, yes.


A feeling that something has been lost and a sense of things being out of control.


Pitt   How can you be sure, Frank, that that’s not just what you’re projecting?


Maybe Russians are perfectly happy. There’s X million of them.


Frank   The Russian male has the earliest death rate in the developed world, forty-nine years, I believe. That’s a lot to do with a sense of lost identity and also vodka.


Gray   The unhappy Russian man, I buy that. Let’s allow that your hypothesis is supported empirically. What kind of yoghurt might you expect these people to buy?


Frank   Alcoholic yoghurt?


Pitt   Russian yoghurt, Frank. Russian. In such circumstances it would be a fair conjecture that foreign yoghurt will not appeal as much as traditional brands.


Gray   Our clients are foreign producers. They wanted to break into the Russian market. In a Russia reeling from a kind of a trauma, we found that to succeed the product would need the additional brand values of trustworthiness, paternalism, old Russia regenerated.


Frank   All in one tub?


Gray   We made these suggestions to our clients. They transformed them into images, slogans. Any guesses as to what they came up with?


Frank   Um …







Beat.





Gray   It was a bear.


Frank   Yeah?


Gray   A happy Russian bear in a forest eating a yoghurt.


Now, it’s outstripping home brands.


Pitt   Any illuminating comments?


Frank   Not really.


Pitt   We’re going have to push you here, Frank. This is an interview.


Frank   I suppose a Russian might buy a yoghurt with a bear on because they think it will somehow improve their life. Except it’s hard to think of a scenario where a dairy product could do that.


Gray   There is an argument for targeting, Frank, it says a corporation might as well produce a product people are going to find attractive to buy.


Pitt   Maybe you don’t approve of the work of the company?


Gray   He isn’t saying that.


Pitt   Maybe you could let the candidate answer the question. What are you saying, Frank?


Frank   I’m just saying I have friends and that bear is lying.


Pitt   The bear is fictional, it’s a cartoon. It lacks a controlling mind.


Frank   It’s not really going to cheer them up.


Pitt   Nothing is going to cheer them up. They’re Russian, for Christ sakes!





Frank   Sorry. Could I take a minute or two before we continue? I realise I’ve been opening my mouth and not knowing what’s going to come out.


Gray   We can certainly give you a minute or two.


Frank   Thank you.




He exits.


Dr Gray switches off the camera.





Pitt   Fuck my aunt.


Gray   Give him a chance.


Pitt   He only lacks a facial tic.


Gray   You haven’t read his scores?


Pitt   Who’ve Marcia and Marco got? A high-flyer?


Gray   You should read them.


Pitt   I’m back. My six weeks are up. I’m in here with a hopeless loser. Failure is contagious. It rubs off. Maybe they never wanted me back?


Gray   Don’t be paranoid.


Pitt   I bumped into Marcia just now. She looked at me like I had the word ‘fucked’ scribbled on my forehead. I refuse to be rationalised. I want my job. I deserve it. I’m good at it.


Gray   That is paranoid.


Pitt   Would they put anybody with me that they weren’t thinking of rationalising too? Or are you in on it?


Gray   It’s good to see you, too. If what you say has any truth in it, don’t give them an excuse by falling apart. And read his scores. (She hands over paper.) Maybe if you did a little homework you might have a clearer idea of the big picture. (Reads.) He’s the best candidate. I chose him. Let’s hope you haven’t scared him off.




Frank re-enters.





Frank   I’m ready to continue.


Gray   Excellent, Frank. (She switches on camera.) In this next part of the interview the questions are more probing. You will be asked for personal details. Are you OK with that?


Frank   Fine. I’m fine with that.


Gray   We’re interested in your actual lived experience because from past behaviour we can ascertain future behaviour. Can you tell us about a situation where you were presented with a problem you had no idea how to solve and how you eventually solved it? Just take all the time you need.


Frank   OK.


Pitt   Maybe you never solved anything?


Frank   No, I did. My first visit to Siberia I got off the train. I wanted to experience something. I met some guys and I went back with them to their flat and we started to drink. Can I emphasise that drink isn’t a particular thing with me, it’s what students do.


Pitt   We were students once, Frank.


Frank   It was a tiny flat with one room and while we were drinking their mother was sleeping in a bed in the corner of the same room.


This was a tiny town on the edge of nothing much and these guys said there was nothing to do there except drink and buy pirate CDs. And we listened to Lou Reed and we drank and after a while I said I had to go and they said go where and I said I just have to go because I had started to think who are these guys, and a while back one of them had taken out a knife to cut up a piece of bread. So I left and I was standing in the middle of this place and it was summer, so it wasn’t cold but it was dark, and I thought I would go and walk in the forest to clear my head and then I would go to the station and wait for a train. I walked to the edge of this forest and I sat and watched the sun come up, the most enormous sun, and then I felt I would just take a look in the forest. And then you know what happened next? One bit of forest looks exactly like another and, Jesus, I started to realise those guys in the flat had had my interests at heart when they tried to stop me because, well, no one knew I was in the forest and it probably covered a thousand miles and I was lost in it and after eight hours I began to cry and I thought I am never going to get out of here alive. I thought how stupid I was And how I would miss people and how thirsty I was. Then I must have fallen asleep because I woke up and it was much colder and darker and one of my eyes must have been bitten ’cos I couldn’t open it, and I became convinced I was going to die for real, and then I thought I better make the most of my last hours so I sucked some dew off some leaves and I just lay looking up at the trees and I realised that at least I was dying in the most beautiful place on the earth. Because this forest was, well, very beautiful and this time as the sun came up I could hear birds. And then I realised that I was being a prick and I had to make an effort so I dragged myself up and I chose a direction. I just made a choice and I walked and walked and two hours later I was at the train station.


Pitt   And what learning did you take away from that experience?


Frank   This is going to sound a little – but life is precious and beautiful.


Also, always carry a mobile phone.





Gray   Tell us about a situation where you attempted to improve something and you had to live with the consequences.




Pause.





Pitt   Or maybe you never tried to improve on anything?


Frank   No, I did. Alcohol is a common drug of choice amongst the student population. It was the choice of my friend, Brian. Brian was the shape of a mountain and maybe that was why he was slightly ostracised in our group. He always insisted on T-shirts even in winter, which I thought was a mistake taking into account his figure. And mainly the same T-shirt brown with a red ‘Five’ on the back and ‘Triple Five Soul’ in red lettering on the front. Sometimes this would alternate with another T-shirt which said ‘Avez-vous a cuppa?’ I often wanted to say to him you got to do something about your T-shirts, man – but I never had the guts. Mainly because no one else talked to us much, we hung out a lot together. And in the evenings we drank like bastards and we would talk about other people in the group and how they bored us or Brian would tell me all about his life. How disappointed he was when he found out he was not related to his own pet. How his mother fostered disturbed teenagers and one girl called Tina provided Brian with his first sexual experience and then wrote about it in a radio play which won a competition for young people and was broadcast on Radio Four.


My coursework began to suffer and my parents pulled me up on it and said we are not paying for you to get off your head every night. That night Brian called for me and I had to explain that I wasn’t going anywhere till my work improved and even I could see the wisdom of that. So he went away. And he came back the next night and he went away and so on. Then Brian disappeared from tutorials so I went to see him. When he opened the door he said what the fuck do you want? And I said I’m worried about you, man, and he said do you want a cup of tea? So I went in and had one and I noticed his room was more chaotic than normal. And when he gave me my cup of tea there was a baked bean in it. His T-shirt was practically crackling with dirt. Brian, I said, what is it, man? And he said I don’t know I guess I’m depressed and I said go to speak to someone. What about, he said. Whatever, I said. And then there was a silence and I said I was sorry about not drinking and he said he understood about the grades and everything, and then he said he had been doing something and I said what and he said he’d been injecting stuff into one of his feet. I said what kind of stuff and he said any stuff he could find. I said Jesus and he said do you want to take a look and I couldn’t think of anything else to say so I said OK and it was – (Beat.) Well, a horrible sight. Like a streaky beaten-up melon or something and I said doesn’t it hurt and he said yes it’s fucking agony. I don’t know what made this story come into my head.


Pitt   Neither do I, Frank.


Gray   What happened?


Frank   His mother came and took him away.


Gray   Did you do the right thing?


Frank   Did I?


Gray   What do you think?


Frank   I don’t know. Brian disappeared. I wrote to his mother and she wrote back.


One morning she went up to his room and a bag had gone and so had both of his T-shirts. Now she’s always going to train stations and hanging about just in case she can get a sight of him. It was like he was getting more and more lost till he finally disappeared altogether.





Gray   Thank you, Frank. That was a very honest reply. (She switches off camera.)


Pitt   I’m going to be honest with you, Frank.


Do you know the images you have left me with? That you have placed in my head? Do you think when they are discussing candidates they will say, ‘I know, let’s take the guy who spoke about the diseased and puffy foot’? Remember they may be having lunch. Are these examples appropriate?


Frank   I’m asking myself the same question, Dr Pitt. It could either be that I’m nervous or stupid.


Pitt   You know this organisation is not looking for stupid nervous people.


It’s not as if you’ve been instructed to give inappropriate replies?


Frank   No.


Pitt   In order to sabotage?


Frank   No.


Gray   These questions …


Pitt   Because I am wondering what I am doing on my first day back and I am presented with you. I am even beginning to think this is all a sinister plot to make me look bad.


Frank   That’s ridiculous.


Pitt   What?


Frank   I’m not making you look bad on purpose. It’s accidental.


Pitt   You may look good on paper, Frank, but in life you’re the blind date where I climb out the toilet window.





Gray   Don’t approach the candidate in a threatening manner.


Frank   Dr Pitt is right. I do need to work on my interpersonal skills.


Pitt   That is one aspect of a much wider problem, yes.


Frank   I just thought of an answer to an earlier question. May I?


Pitt   It won’t help.


Frank   After my initial mistake I just thought I’d go along with the idea of anthropology. I was in a weird kind of place in my head. I didn’t really know what I wanted. I used to get up in the morning, dress, eat, go to college, listen to my professors, and I would think this is kind of interesting. I’m OK. I’m young. It’s unlikely that I should be struck by a terminal illness. I have food, people around me. I listen to music, I liked my life, it was easy, I was in a pleasant kind of dream. But then that was what my parents had always told me.


You’re in a kind of dream. What are you doing with your life? But I always said, I’m OK, I’m OK. I know my name.


And then I had to go to a site. The Omsk site.


We were lucky to get the chance, our professors said.


I remember on the plane over I fell asleep the whole way and the others were laughing at me and saying how could you fall asleep the whole way? And I don’t remember anything much after that, except it was cold. And then of course it happened.


It was my turn to be at the site and taking notes for the group.


There was a man digging in a small pit and I was sitting on a crate and I was watching him. He was wearing a puffy jacket.


Suddenly he made a kind of noise in his throat and I wasn’t sure if he had called me or not so I stood up. I watched him and he was paying great attention to a small patch of earth and he was scratching at it with his fingers and brushing at it with a small brush. After a long bit he stood up and he was holding something in the palm of his hand and he made another noise in his throat so I went down to him to see what was going on. When I looked at him there were tears rolling down his cheeks and he held this yellow lump of rock out to me.


And he said absolutely nothing because he was crying.


What is it? I said.


And then he looked at me like I was another species and he said it’s a bird, can’t you see? It’s a bird.
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