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ACT ONE


The arbour of DOCTOR WANGEL’s garden, at the back of an old colonial wooden house, on a leafy hill, on a Caribbean island, sometime in the mid-1950s.


The garden is fragrant with jasmine, hibiscus and bougainvillea.


A path can be seen, which leads to a deep, almost frighteningly dark lagoon.


There are large tamarind trees at the edges of the garden, and a fence.


Just outside the fence, there is an artist’s easel and a box of watercolours.


BALLESTRED is attempting to hoist a large flag.


BOLETTE, who is carrying an embarrassment of flowers, is watching him.


BALLESTRED Like that?


BOLETTE Sort of…


BALLESTRED It’s a bit tricky…


BOLETTE You’re nearly there.


Keep going…


That’s it!


It looks much better now, doesn’t it?


Like we’re really celebrating something.


They look at the flag, pleased.


BALLESTRED Are you expecting a guest?


The governor himself, I’d imagine, with all this finery…




BOLETTE Um.


Beat.


You might remember Mr Arnholm.


BALLESTRED Rings a bell…


Clever chap.


With the big books and the geometry set.


BOLETTE That’s him.


He’s been in Europe the last eight years…


This will be the first time he’s set foot on the island since 1943.


BALLESTRED Wasn’t he your tutor?


BOLETTE Well, yes.


But.


He’s more of a friend than anything else.


BALLESTRED To your father?


BOLETTE To all of us.


LYNGSTRAND enters.


LYNGSTRAND Hello…?


BOLETTE (To BALLESTRED.) Hold these, will you?


She thrusts a bunch of flowers into BALLESTRED’s hands and turns hastily away from LYNGSTRAND.


LYNGSTRAND Your mother said I should come and visit, if


I was passing.


And I was.


So…


BOLETTE Right.


Yes.


She stares at LYNGSTRAND for a moment, unsure what to say.


More flowers.


There aren’t enough flowers.




LYNGSTRAND looks at the riot of flowers around him.


LYNGSTRAND Um…?


BOLETTE hurries inside.


BALLESTRED Could I just cheat you that way a moment?


LYNGSTRAND What?


BALLESTRED You’re in my light.


LYNGSTRAND moves reluctantly out of the way.


He wanders over to the easel, peers at BALLESTRED’s painting.


LYNGSTRAND Charming…


BALLESTRED It’s the waterfall.


At the lagoon.


LYNGSTRAND Yes, I’d worked that out.


BALLESTRED Although obviously I’m not going to leave it just like that!


LYNGSTRAND Oh good…


BALLESTRED I’m going to add a figure.


Here.


LYNGSTRAND Yes I think it needs it.


BALLESTRED A mermaid.


They say she lives at the bottom of the lagoon.


Lures men to their deaths.


LYNGSTRAND Oh that old myth…


BALLESTRED She’ll be sprawled on the rocks, here, gasping for breath.


The waterfall will be crashing all around her.


Beating relentlessly down on her head!


LYNGSTRAND Could work…




BALLESTRED She’s trying to stem the flow of it with her hands but it’s no use!


The poor mermaid is doomed.


LYNGSTRAND How did she end up on the rocks?


BALLESTRED A storm tossed her there.


And now she’s too weak to heave herself back into the water.


So she’s trapped.


Struggling to catch her breath, as it ebbs away…


LYNGSTRAND What are you going to call it?


BALLESTRED ‘The Mermaid’s Last Gasp.’


LYNGSTRAND Oh, no.


You need something colder.


Cleaner.


Like – ‘Mermaid, Exhales.’


BALLESTRED Are you in the business too?


You seem to have a lot of opinions…


LYNGSTRAND Oh I’m not interested in watercolours.


But I’m certainly an artist.


A sculptor, actually.


BALLESTRED A fine artistic practice.


Very different to painting of course, rather blunter perhaps, but…


LYNGSTRAND I’m trying to disrupt the practice, actually.


Carve out a new artistic form.


I’m Hans Lyngstrand, by the way.


You might have heard of me.


BALLESTRED I don’t think so.


LYNGSTRAND There have been quite a few pieces about me in various journals.


Some rather well-respected publications, in fact.




BALLESTRED Must have missed them.


I’ve definitely seen you about though.


LYNGSTRAND I doubt it.


Mostly I stay in my studio.


Working.


BALLESTRED Oh yes, now I remember.


You’re the sickly one.


LYNGSTRAND What?


BALLESTRED You’re in luck.


The island is good for healing.


LYNGSTRAND I’m just recovering from a chest infection.


A nasty one.


But it’s nothing serious.


BALLESTRED You do look a bit peaky.


Perhaps you need to poke your head out of that studio a little more frequently.


LYNGSTRAND Oh no, I’m good as new now, practically.


But I’m hoping for a consultation with


Dr Wangel.


Just to be sure.


BALLESTRED A very fine doctor.


Oh look.


Yet another speedboat zipping into view.


Do you see?


Any moment now the tourists will be disgorged and…


Ah!


There.


Didn’t I tell you?


LYNGSTRAND Is the lady of the house in…?


BALLESTRED Look at all that garish blue and pink and turquoise…


The mandatory colours for holidaying in the


Caribbean.


You’ve resisted that, I see.




LYNGSTRAND I don’t really consider myself a tourist…


BALLESTRED Look, there they go.


Streaming off the boats and stuffing themselves into the bars and cafés of the


Marina.


And there are the taxis, look.


Lined up like ants, waiting to take them to


The Viceroy, The Royal Palms, The Meridian.


LYNGSTRAND I can’t stand those ghastly places.


I’m after a much more authentic experience.


BALLESTRED They’re not interested in authenticity.


Or, they are.


But only in its most palatable form.


Preferably with a rum cocktail in hand and the locals only visible as smiling waiting staff.


In pristine uniforms.


LYNGSTRAND Spoken like a true local.


BALLESTRED Oh I’ve only been here twenty years myself!


I arrived with the Golden Beach Amateur


Dramatics Society.


We brought our radical reworking of The Taming of the Shrew.


Perhaps you’ve heard of it…?


Well, no.


The GBADS doesn’t exist any more.


More’s the pity.


We hit a bit of financial difficulty.


Such is life!


And it’s certainly not the worst place to find yourself in penury.


Paradise!


LYNGSTRAND Sounds like you landed on your feet.


BALLESTRED Oh I’ve earned my keep.


I was in the decorating business back then, of course.




I’d give all the verandas in the neighbourhood a nice lick of paint when the sun had bleached them to a crisp.


Lovely work!


Sociable too…


BOLETTE enters.


BOLETTE Hilde!


Have you got the chair for Dad?


HILDE (Off.) Get it yourself!


LYNGSTRAND (To BOLETTE.) There you are!


I didn’t get a chance to say hello properly before, you were in such a rush!


BOLETTE Um, yes, sorry, it’s just…


Hilde!


Hilde – !


BOLETTE exits.


BALLESTRED You seem to have made some friends…


LYNGSTRAND Mrs Wangel said I was welcome any time


I wanted.


BALLESTRED Well, you’re in luck.


They’re very good people to know.


Very well regarded.


Now, much as I’d love to stay and chat I have some very droopy curls to attend to.


LYNGSTRAND I’m sorry?


BALLESTRED A lady’s relationship with her hair is extremely fraught.


The amount they moan about the humidity!


The dismay on their faces when their poodle cuts and pageboys sag around their chins!


Still, it keeps me out of mischief!


LYNGSTRAND Ah.


So hairdressing is your real profession.




BALLESTRED I turn my hand to all sorts of things.


I’m a true Renaissance man.


You could use a trim yourself, actually.


I’ll do you a very competitive price.


Just ask for Ballestred, the dance teacher!


LYNGSTRAND Dance teacher?


BALLESTRED Oh yes.


I teach the Merengue and the Rhumba.


The ladies adore me.


Their husbands aren’t so keen.


Ha!


Oh and I should also mention that I’m in a little percussion group as well.


I play the pan drums.


Badly, but we persevere…!


We’ve got a concert this evening in fact, up at


The Heights.


Very informal.


Very lively bunch.


You should come.


Very much your thing, I should think.


Goodbye!


BALLESTRED exits.


HILDE enters.


Looks at LYNGSTRAND.


HILDE You’re sweating.


LYNGSTRAND Oh, it’s you.


HILDE You should invest in some lighter clothes.


If you insist on striding around in the midday sun.


BOLETTE enters with more flowers.


LYNGSTRAND I haven’t been striding anywhere.


I went for a swim down at the lagoon, that’s all.


Your mother was there.




HILDE Who?


LYNGSTRAND (To BOLETTE.) Won’t you sit down?


All this rushing can’t be good for anyone!


BOLETTE You didn’t see Father on your way here, did you?


LYNGSTRAND I think I saw his boat out on the lakes…


BOLETTE He’ll be here soon, in that case.


Hilde, did you bring his chair, like I asked?


HILDE No.


LYNGSTRAND Are you having a party or something?


It’s not your father’s birthday, is it?


I wish you’d said.


I’d have brought him something.


HILDE Not Dad’s birthday, no.


BOLETTE Hilde.


HILDE Mum’s though.


Good old Mummy!


BOLETTE Hilde, shut up.


HILDE (To LYNGSTRAND.) You’re not expecting to stay for lunch, I hope.


LYNGSTRAND Oh.


No.


I’ll wander back to my digs and see what


Mrs Jensen can rustle up.


HILDE Mrs Jensen?


You poor creature.


LYNGSTRAND Not at all.


She understands my needs.


HILDE Which are?


LYNGSTRAND Solitude, mostly.


Absolute quiet.




HILDE What for?


LYNGSTRAND My work, of course.


BOLETTE Mr Lyngstrand is quite the artistic sensation.


LYNGSTRAND Well, there’s no need to exaggerate…


BOLETTE Hans is a sculptor on the cusp of stardom.


About to hit the big time in New York.


HILDE Oh New York.


Ugh.


LYNGSTRAND (To BOLETTE.) Have you ever been?


HILDE She’s never even left the region!


BOLETTE (To HILDE.) Neither have you.


HILDE At least I don’t keep talking and talking about it.


BOLETTE I will leave.


Soon.


HILDE When?


BOLETTE Whenever I want.


HILDE When?


This afternoon?


Tomorrow?


When, Bolette?


WANGEL enters.


WANGEL Where are my favourite daughters?


BOLETTE Dad!


You’re back.


WANGEL Of course.


I told you I’d be here for lunch.


He embraces BOLETTE and glances at his watch.


She notices the gesture.




BOLETTE How long do we have you for today?


WANGEL Well…


I should really head back in an hour or so.


There was quite a stream of ailments this morning.


Even a thrilling dislocated shoulder.


BOLETTE Oh, but…!


WANGEL Don’t you want your old father to be occupied?


BOLETTE No, yes, of course…


It’s just –


HILDE Do you think the garden looks nice, Dad?


WANGEL It’s certainly… eye-catching.


BOLETTE But you like it though?


Don’t you?


WANGEL Let’s hope Arnholm doesn’t have hayfever.


HILDE It’s not for Arnholm.


WANGEL What?


BOLETTE (To HILDE.) Shut. Up.


HILDE What did I say?!


WANGEL He hasn’t arrived yet, has he?


BOLETTE He came in on the ship last night.


WANGEL Wonderful.


We can expect him any minute in that case.


Has there been any…


Any sign of Ellida?


BOLETTE She’s down at the lagoon.


WANGEL Ah yes of course.


Of course.


He glances at the flag.


We’ve got the flag flying as well, have we?




BOLETTE It looks festive, don’t you think…?


WANGEL My loves, aren’t all these decorations a bit excessive?


HILDE You didn’t mind last year.


WANGEL Last year?


BOLETTE No, that’s not why we’re –


HILDE Yes it is.


WANGEL Girls!


They look at him.


You’ve done a glorious job.


It’s a beautiful tribute to…


To someone we miss…


Very much.


BOLETTE Dad, it’s all right.


WANGEL I want to remember her too.


But I wish you’d be honest with me about it.


BOLETTE We’re sorry…


WANGEL You shouldn’t be organising something like this behind my back.


It’s not right.


And, more importantly, it’s not fair on…


Silence.


I’m sorry.


Forget I said anything.


It’s lovely that you do this every year.


I shouldn’t have interfered.


Rituals matter.


BOLETTE We’re sorry, Dad.


We’ll take it down…


HILDE Oh – !


BOLETTE Hilde, see if you can get the flag down –




WANGEL No.


Please.


Leave it just as it is.


BOLETTE You’re sure?


WANGEL I’m sure.


Although –


Ellida hasn’t seen it, has she?


BOLETTE No.


WANGEL No.


Good.


I’ll try and speak to her before –


HILDE God, is that Mr Arnholm?


BOLETTE Where?


HILDE Look.


BOLETTE Of course that’s not him.


WANGEL Arnholm!


Over here!


BOLETTE But…


HILDE He’s limping!


BOLETTE He isn’t.


Not really…


HILDE I wish I could have fought in the war.


I’d have killed so many Germans.


WANGEL Need a hand, Arnholm?


ARNHOLM enters, with a cane.


ARNHOLM No, no!


Don’t worry!


Looks much worse than it is!


WANGEL Give him a hand, Bolette.


ARNHOLM Good Lord.


I hope this finery isn’t all for me!




HILDE Don’t worry.


It isn’t.


ARNHOLM That can’t be Hilde, can it?


HILDE Why not?


ARNHOLM You were nine years old the last time I saw you.


Exploding everything you could get your hands on with your chemistry set.


HILDE Ugh!


WANGEL Hilde finds nothing more mortifying than being reminded she was once a child.


HILDE Dad!


BOLETTE tentatively goes to ARNHOLM.


BOLETTE Um, do you want a hand?


ARNHOLM Thank you, Bolette.


They look at each other for a second.


This is…


This is quite a transformation.


They hold their gaze for a moment.


Then BOLETTE looks away, unbearably uncomfortable.


Well!


Nothing like seeing your former students to make you feel ancient.


I’d forgotten how steep that path is!


He fans himself with his hat.


BOLETTE I’ll get you something to drink.


ARNHOLM No, no –


WANGEL I think some brandy would be just the thing.


BOLETTE Perhaps…


Perhaps just some soda…




WANGEL Brandy and soda.


An excellent idea.


Would you mind, Bolette?


After a moment of hesitation, she turns in the direction of the house.


BOLETTE Of course.


ARNHOLM (To BOLETTE.) I hope you’ll come and sit with us when you have a chance?


BOLETTE Maybe later.


BOLETTE exits.


HILDE looks at WANGEL and ARNHOLM.


HILDE I’ll sit with you.


WANGEL Hilde.


Would you mind putting my bag in the study?


HILDE Yes I would.


WANGEL Hilde…


After a moment, HILDE exits, huffily.


ARNHOLM Good Lord.


You’ve got two grown women in your house.


WANGEL They’re still just children.


ARNHOLM I wouldn’t be so sure…


WANGEL Don’t rush me, Arnholm.


Indulge a fond old man.


Pause.


We all missed you when you went, you know.


Of course, it was rather a different house.


Then.


ARNHOLM Yes…


Pause.




I was so very sorry to hear about…


About your first wife.


WANGEL Yes.


It was all…


All rather a shock when Claudia got so ill and…


ARNHOLM I can imagine.


WANGEL It still feels so fresh, even all these years later.


ARNHOLM Yes.


WANGEL But, of course, I’m so happy now.


So happy.


ARNHOLM I’m –


Delighted to hear it.


WANGEL How could anyone fail to be happy here?


ARNHOLM Yes.


Yes.


WANGEL The house is looking so lovely.


The garden is flourishing.


Business is…


Ticking along.


The girls are well.


ARNHOLM And of course, you’ve got Ellida.


Your new wife…


Pause.


WANGEL Yes.


I’m very fortunate.


ARNHOLM You know, we…


We knew one another before.


I started my teaching career in the town she grew up in.


WANGEL Of course.


She speaks about you often.




ARNHOLM She does?


WANGEL I think it might be good for her…


To have someone to talk to.


About the old days.


We lost a child, you see.


ARNHOLM I –


I didn’t know that.


WANGEL Yes.


ARNHOLM I’m so sorry.


WANGEL Two and a half years ago now.


He was only five months.
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