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We should have been galloping on horses, their hoofprints


Splashes of light, divots kicked out of the darkness,


Or hauling up lobster pots in a wake of sparks. Where


Were the otters and seals? Were the dolphins on fire?


Yes, we should have been doing more with our lives.


 


Michael Longley, ‘Water Burn’    
























Act One








Anna and The Man are seated at a table on the terrace.


A mini-cassette recorder sits on the table between them.


Anna is dressed smartly, for work, but with a nod to the unusual location of the interview and the season.


The Man is wearing a borrowed suit without a tie.


 


Anna loads the machine with a cassette.


She spends an awkwardly long period of time trying to get it to work.


She consults a little folded instruction leaflet.


She’s a little nervous.


The Man watches her.




Anna   It’s OK.


The Man   Would you –?


Anna   No. I’ve used this machine before.


The Man   Sometimes they’re temperamental.


Anna   Mm.


The Man   Would you like –?


Anna   I think I’ve got it.


The Man   Good.




Anna tries the machine.


It seems to work.





Anna   Instructions in five languages, none of it makes any sense.




The smallest of laughs from Anna.


Something of a pause as she fiddles with it.





The Man   There’s no rush.




She rewinds.


She presses play.


The recorded voice is distant, barely audible.


The laugh is audible.







Tape: ‘Instructions in five languages, none of it makes any sense.’


The smallest of laughs.







She switches it off.


The Man is smiling.





Anna   Right.


…


I know.


I’m terrible with … equipment.


Cars. Things that have a manual.


The Man   I’m not laughing at you, honestly.


Anna   It’s funny.


I deserve it.


The Man   No.


Anna   Anything mechanical – I get a bit – (She makes a hand-gesture which seems to conjure clumsy indecisive hands dealing with a small, technical object. Simultaneously she is searching for a word.) – you know … spazzy.


The Man   I’m sorry?


Anna   I shouldn’t really use that word, but you know what I mean.


The Man   Spazzy?


Anna   It’s a bad habit. You don’t need to tell me.


The Man   I’ve never heard it before.


Anna   Oh.


It’s just a childish … at school they used to …


Really?


The Man   It sounds American.


Anna   No, it’s – it’s – gosh –


It’s from – I don’t even like to say it – spastic. It’s –


The Man   Spazzy.


Anna   But actually it’s quite offensive.


The Man   Spazzy. (He laughs.)


Anna   It’s not really appropriate any more.


The Man   It’s a funny word.


Anna   At school – it was just – but kids do, don’t they?


So – because I’m epileptic.


‘Spazzy Anna’.


I just picked it up.


So I should know better, actually.


The Man   ‘Spazzy Anna’.


Anna   Actually really I shouldn’t have said it.


Would you mind not mentioning it to anybody?


The Man   Not at all.


Anna   It’s a slight breach of guidelines, you know. That’s all.


Anyway – we’ll get started.


I don’t want to keep you too long.


The Man   Keep me as long as you like.


It’s a glorious morning.


It’s nice to have company.


Anna   Yes.


The Man   Since my experience, Miss Edwards –


Anna   Call me Anna.


The Man   Anna – the smallest things seem –


Anna   Let’s be informal.


Sorry.


The Man   It’s quite all right.


Anna   The smallest things.


The Man   The smallest things –


You know, a bird or the way a person plays chess.


They seem part of – I do understand that this is embarrassing for people – a greater one-ness.


I feel awake to the wonder of being alive and amongst things.


So unfortunately I smile at people more than I should.


In fact,


It was your laugh which made me smile.


Hearing your laugh on the tape.


That’s all.


Anna   It’s all right. Really.


The Man   I probably seem a bit ‘spazzy’.


Anna   Not at all.


The Man   Pay no attention.


Anna   No I – it’s – actually.


I know exactly what you mean.


…


OK.


Let’s … so … if you could just say something. For a level.




She switches the tape on.


She stands the recorder on the table between them. 





The Man   …


Anna   What did you have for breakfast this morning?


The Man   I had an English breakfast. Bacon, eggs, sausage, tomato.


Just the usual.


Anna   I had the continental.


The Man   I dithered over the continental, but in the end I plumped for the English.


Anna   OK, that should do.




She rewinds the tape a little.


Plays it.


Both listen.







Tape: ‘… dithered over the continental, but in the end I plumped for the English.’





The Man   Do I sound like that?


Anna   Yes.


The Man   It’s strange.


Anna   It’s always horrible hearing your own voice on tape.


The Man   I suppose so.


Anna   Does it trigger anything for you? Any memories?


The Man   It sounds like –


It’s softly spoken.


It’s quite a softly spoken voice.


That’s all I could say about it.


Anna   When I was an actress, I had a voice coach once, and she told me that people carry a landscape in their voice. This was to help us find the right accent. She said that, you know, if a person’s from Glasgow their voice would be low, held in the back of their throat, like this: ‘Hullo’. Because in Glasgow it’s always raining, you see, so everybody has their heads down.


The Man   Play it again.




Anna rewinds and plays the tape again.





I don’t know. What do you think?


Anna   I suppose it sounds soft. Like you said.


Softly spoken.


Maybe you come from a soft landscape?


The Man   Somewhere with rolling hills. Low hills.


Anna   Yes.


The Man   And farmland. Copses.


Anna   Does that landscape ring any bells?


The Man   It certainly feels familiar.


Anna   Of course it may not mean anything. I’m not really here to investigate that per se. Really I just need to establish that you’re British and see if I can set out a process for the investigation. Hopefully just by talking we can establish a few background details. Then we’ll send the tape to a forensic specialist in the UK who can analyse the tape.


Come up with something more specific.


And eventually we’ll try to match what we’ve got against the missing-persons records.


The Man   I do seem to feel an affinity with nature.


I’ve been appreciating the arrival of spring.


Seeing the birds come back.


Just these past few days.


Anna   It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?


Not like Britain.


The Man   Things coming to life again.


Anna   You feel it, don’t you? One does.


The Man   Very strongly.


You were an actress?


Anna   Yes. Well, you know, a long time ago.


The Man   Can’t have been that long ago.


Anna   I gave it up. It wasn’t really me.


The Man   That’s a shame.


Anna   Well, it’s not so much that I wasn’t any good. I was – well – that’s for others to judge. I just don’t think I was cut out for it.


The Man   Learning all those lines.


Anna   No. I could learn the lines. I think it was more that I didn’t seem to fit a ‘type’.




The Man is staring at Anna.





In theatre people often cast by ‘type’. And I – didn’t seem to have one – well, I don’t know – my face didn’t fit. Whatever it was. Maybe it was that I’m – you know, my weight.


The Man   …


Anna   Anyway, lah-di-dah.


It doesn’t matter.


Is everything all right?


The Man   Hm?


Anna   It’s just you were …


The Man   I was looking at you. Sorry.


Anna   It’s all right.


I don’t mind you looking.


I was just worried for a moment.


That you were ill.


The Man   Sometimes I get a feeling when I’m speaking to a person.


Like an undertow.


Anna   Oh.


Perhaps that’s important.


An undertow?


The Man   I can’t really describe it in more detail than that, I’m afraid.


But I have that feeling with you.


Anna   Is it a feeling of recognition?


The Man   I don’t know.


Anna   Of course, if you felt you recognised me, that would be odd.


I mean, I know you’ve never met me before.


Because I would remember.


The Man   You’re right.


Anna   But maybe I remind you of someone?


The Man   No. It isn’t that.


It’s gone.


I’m not sure I could have put a word to it anyway.


Anna   OK.


Never mind.


The Man   Sorry.


Anna   God, there’s no need to apologise.


I wasn’t –


This must be very difficult for you.


The Man   It’s embarrassing.


Anna   Please don’t be embarrassed.


The Man   No, I mean, not knowing who I am.


It isn’t difficult really except when … well, in social situations, it’s embarrassing.


Anna   Please don’t be embarrassed with me.


I’m here to help. You’re not under suspicion or in any kind of trouble. Far from it.


A lot of people have an idea about consular staff that we’re stuck up, or cold, out to get them. But we’re not.


I think we’re like doctors.


We just try to sort out people’s problems.


The Man   Have you ever had anyone like me before?


Anna   I believe it’s happened, not in France but somewhere.


I once heard about it.


It isn’t common, no. But that’s the thing about consular work – every day is different.


The Man   Today you’re a detective.


Anna   Not really a detective.


The Man   A puzzler.


Anna   It’s certainly one of the more interesting cases I’ve had.


The Man   If it’s any help.


I’m pretty sure I’m British.


Anna   We can’t be sure of anything.


The Man   You’re right but, you know, just then – when you were talking about the consular staff. Suddenly I felt proud. It was a feeling of pride in the British Diplomatic Service.


Why would I feel proud of the British Diplomatic Service?


Unless I was British?


Anna   I’ll just take a note of that. (Anna takes a note of that.) Maybe we should begin with – if you’re comfortable, if you could just – for the tape, to get an example of your speech down, if you could just – I don’t know – describe where we are, what you can see?


The Man   Um.


We’re on the terrace. A terrace.


Around us there are tables and chairs.


Below us there’s a steep slope, a mountain pasture,


Stretching away down.


Over there – there’s a sheer rock face.


It’s very rugged.


Beautiful.


Very typical of the Pyrenees, I suppose.


Is that enough?


Anna   Perhaps a little bit more.


It’s not so much what you see as the words you use to describe it that are important.


The Man   …


Anna   Just keep going.


Try to be natural.


The Man   The sky is blue. Porcelain-blue.


White cirrus clouds high up.


Evangeline’s hanging up laundry.


She’s talking to one of the climbers.


She’s laughing.


I can see the climbers’ tents further up in the pasture.


…


A pine forest behind us.


The smell of a thaw.


…


Look, as a matter of fact, describing things feels unnatural.


Anna   It’s good. Keep going.


The Man   A … through the pines … a river, not a river but a …


There’s a word for it.


Smaller than a river –


Anna   Stream?


The Man   Stream. Yes. I suppose. Running through the pines.


Anna   It wasn’t the word you were looking for?


The Man   No.


‘Buh …’ ‘Buh …’


It’s on the tip of my tongue.


Anna   Brook?


The Man   No.


Anna   Beck?


The Man   No.




Something of a pause.





It’s gone.


Anna   If it had been ‘beck’ then we could have said that you were from Yorkshire, you see, or at least the north of England, or at least that you have some connection with the north.


The Man   Right. I get you. The words are a clue.


I’m sorry I can’t –


‘Buh …’


No.


Anna   We’ll tape some more later.


There’s no rush.


I’m just here to get to know you and write down whatever I think might help the experts.


I think we should try to be relaxed about it.


No point rushing.


Just …


Take it as it comes.


The Man   I might be from Yorkshire.


York.


No.


Nothing stirring.


York.


Anna   While you think about that, I’ll just write some of this down.


Do you mind if I smoke?


The Man   Not at all.




Anna takes out a cigarette and lights it.


She writes on her pad.


Something of a pause.





There’s something about the smoke.


The smell.


Anna   I am sorry. Is it blowing in your face?


The Man   It’s familiar.


Do you – do you mind? Could I have a cigarette?


Anna   I’m sorry. I didn’t offer. I just assumed you didn’t smoke.


The Man   I haven’t. Not since I’ve been here.


But the smell is definitely familiar.


I’m just wondering if it’s familiar because I’m a smoker.


Do you see?


Anna   The smell of smoke would be familiar to someone who lived with a smoker. Just because it’s familiar doesn’t mean that you’re a smoker.


The Man   I won’t know unless I try it, will I?


Anna   Yes, but that’s something you wouldn’t want to find out.


You don’t want to discover that you’re a smoker.


Not if you’ve given up.


The Man   No. I’m pretty sure I am a smoker.


Anna   People go to endless lengths to give up smoking.


I know – believe me – I’m weak myself.


So even if you were a smoker – you’ve given up so –


The Man   Just give me a fag.


Anna   …




Anna offers him the packet.


He takes a cigarette.


He lights it.





The Man   Yes. This feels very familiar. This feels … yes …


Like coming home.


Anna   I’m sorry.


I shouldn’t have been smoking myself.


Not when I’m working.


The Man   Don’t worry about it.


Anna   Now I’ve got you started.


The Man   You didn’t offer me heroin, Miss Edwards.


Anna   I know.


The Man   We’re making progress.


Anna   Anna.


The Man   I know.


Anna   Sorry.


The Man   I’m a smoker.


I’m not from Yorkshire.


It’s not much, but it’s a start.


Anna   This must be terribly difficult for you.


The Man   It’s fine.


I have money. A place to stay. My health.


I’m happy.


There are people much worse off than me.


It’s kind of you to be concerned but –


I don’t think I like fuss.


I think I’m the kind of person who doesn’t like a fuss being made of them.


Anna   I know what you mean.


I’m like that myself.


The Man   Are you?


Anna   I like to be left alone.


The Man   Not completely alone.


Anna   Can’t get into trouble on my own.


The Man   Not fussed over.


Anna   No.


The Man   That’s it.


That’s what I’m like.


Anna   I respect that.


The Man   Thank you.


Anna   Do you mind if I ask, as much for my own curiosity as anything else: what do you remember? – I mean – do you have any memories?


The Man   I remember being found in the snow.


I remember everything since then.


Anna   But before? I mean, how do you know where you are?


The Man   Well, I’m here.


Anna   No – but where is here?


The Man   The terrace.


Anna   Yes but –


The Man   The Pyrenees.


France.


Anna   And France – what is France?


The Man   I’m not clear what you mean?


Anna   Does France mean anything to you?


The Man   France is a country.


Anna   Do you know what a country is?


The Man   Yes.


Anna   I see.


…


What’s the capital of Uruguay?


The Man   Montevideo.


Look, I can see what you’re getting at. Clearly I still have whatever bank of general knowledge I built up in my previous … existence. But when I bring that knowledge to mind, what’s missing is my place in it. I’m absent. I have no idea how I came to know it. Do you see?


Anna   Your accent has a lilt.


You became quite animated just then and I noticed a slight lilt to your accent.


The Man   A lilt?


Maybe it does.


Can you place it?


Anna   No … Wales? … ‘know it’, ‘no idea how I came to know it’.


Wales?


‘Know it’.


The experts will get it.


We should tape you when you’re animated.


Hold on.




She picks up the tape recorder again.


Prepares to press record.





You’re looking at me again.


The Man   I know.


It’s an undertow of warmth.


I’m getting it again.


Anna   Warmth.


That’s interesting.


Particularly when I just mentioned Wales.


The Man   Miss Edwards. Anna.


This is a little embarrassing.


…


I seem to want to hold you.


Anna   I see.


The Man   It’s going.


The feeling’s fading.


Anna   Get it back, try – describe it.


The Man   Wanting to hold you.


And a feeling of wanting to tell you about the feeling.


Anna   Hold me.


The Man   Are you sure?


Anna   It’s quite all right.




The Man leaves his chair. He goes over to Anna’s chair.


Anna stands up.


He holds her. He remains that way for some moments.


He breaks off.







He returns to his chair.


He sits down.





Anna   Gosh.


The Man   I’m sorry.




Anna sits down again.





Anna   No. It’s good. It’s –


The Man   I can’t help it. I just had the feeling –


Anna   Actually, because I used to be an actress, and also because I’ve worked so long in a Mediterranean country, I’m actually more comfortable with that sort of spontaneous physical contact than most people. It’s really – it’s OK.


The Man   I feel embarrassed now.


Anna   Don’t.


The Man   I’m sweating.


God.


I’m really sorry.


You’re here to do a job, not to have me pawing over you like some Norwegian pig.


Anna   It’s OK.


It’s OK.


Norwegian?


The Man   What?


Anna   You said, ‘like some Norwegian pig’.


The Man   Yes.


Anna   Why Norwegian?


The Man   It’s just, ‘Norwegian pig’, a figure of speech.


Just –


…


Isn’t it?


‘Norwegian pig’. Surely that’s a phrase, isn’t it?


Anna   I’ve never heard it before.


The Man   Disgusting pig. Pig anyway. It doesn’t matter.


Anna   You held me.


It wasn’t disgusting.




Something of a pause.





The Man   In the snow, the feeling I had when I opened my eyes.


I had a feeling of extraordinary –


I can’t put a word to it.


Cleanliness.


A feeling of whiteness, of cold, but also a feeling of The most enormous relief.


As though I’d woken up screaming from a dream I couldn’t remember.


Sometimes, when you ask questions, I feel as though I’m going to fall somewhere. In my head.


Anna   I understand.


The Man   If I’ve forgotten, maybe I had good reason to forget.


Anna   I don’t believe, if this is what you’re saying, that you’re –


I’m no expert, but if it’s any comfort, the impression you give me is kindly. You seem kindly.


The Man   What does that mean?


Anna   A kindly soul. I’m known as being quite a good judge of character. I often wonder if I’m not slightly psychic actually.


I once met Slobodan Milosovic at a reception and I got an intense feeling of evil from him. As physical as if he was radiating heat. From you I get kindliness. Warmth. Strength.


The Man   …


Anna   We’ll get to the bottom of it.




Anna holds his hand across the table.





What’s your name?


The Man   …


Anna   …




Anna withdraws her hand.





The Man   Why did you ask me that?


You know I don’t know.


Were you trying to trick me?


Anna   No.


The Man   You don’t believe me.


Anna   Of course I do, I’m sorry, I –


The Man   I don’t know what my name is.


I don’t know who I am.


How could I know what my name is?


Anna   I thought, for a second, that you might answer from instinct.


The Man   Don’t you think I haven’t tried that?


Anna   It was silly of me.


The Man   It’s fine.


I’m sorry.


You didn’t mean anything.


Anna   No. It was clumsy. I overstepped the mark.


The Man   I overreacted.


I think you touched a nerve.


Anna   That might be significant, you know.


The Man   Maybe.


Anna   Sorry.


The Man   Look, do you mind if we break for a bit?


Anna   No. It’s OK. It’s a good idea. We’ll take a break.


The Man   My head’s –




He makes a gesture with his hands, suggesting his thoughts are in a jumble.





Anna   Of course.




The Man retreats to the edge of the terrace.


Something of a pause.


The Man returns.





The Man   Do you mind if I borrow a cigarette?


I’ll buy some.


Anna   Not at all.


The Man   Thank you.




She offers a cigarette. He takes it and lights it.





I just need a moment to recover.


Anna   Of course.




The Man retreats again.


He smokes.


He looks at the view. 


The Proprietor enters.





The Proprietor   Good morning, Miss Edwards.


Anna   Morning.


The Proprietor   Spring-like.


Anna   Isn’t it just?


The Proprietor   And it’s quiet. You can enjoy the peace.


Anna   Yes.


The Proprietor   The season hasn’t really begun yet. This is the first time I’ve put tables out on the terrace. At the moment there’s just you, the gentleman and the lady in room one hundred and eight. There are some climbers about but they camp on the pasture. They don’t spend any money here. They’ll be on the mountain soon. You can watch them. People watch them from the terrace with binoculars. Every year one or two of them falls. They want to climb. We want to watch. Some of them are bound to fall. What can I do?


I prepared a room for you. Room one hundred and nine. Whenever you’re ready I’ll take your bag up for you.


Anna   Thank you. I think I’ll be all right.


The Proprietor   Whatever you prefer.


How is he?


Anna   Oh, you know. It’s …


It must be terribly difficult for him.


The Proprietor   Obviously since he arrived I’ve been expecting a visit from someone, although you could have called ahead and I’d have prepared things for you. Yesterday, the gendarme, Bernard-Marie, told me to expect someone at some point, he wasn’t any clearer than that – but then Bernard-Marie is not noted for his clarity. I hope there isn’t a problem. Is the gentleman in trouble? He’s been very quiet. He comes down from his room every morning and sits on the terrace. He looks at the mountain. Bernard-Marie comes by in the afternoon to check he’s still here. He talks to him. Bernard-Marie is struggling with inner demons, don’t tell him I told you that, and I think he likes to talk things through with an Englishman. I don’t count. If you ask me the man’s a pilgrim. When they found him he was clutching a scallop shell. In all likelihood he’s a pilgrim who’s had a nervous breakdown, got lost in the snow, and … now here he is.


I play chess with him. He’s a poor chess player, but no one else here plays at all so … He pays for the room by the day. He doesn’t complain. I’ll be sad to see him go. Do you have an idea who he is? I don’t want to know. If he’s done something awful, I don’t want to know.


Anna   What makes you think he’s done something awful?


The Proprietor   How old do you think he is?


Anna   I don’t know, late fifties …?


The Proprietor   Do you know any man, or any person for that matter, but let’s be more specific, do you know any man, any man at all who has reached the age of fifty without at any stage in his life having done something awful. Some awful act, or failure to act, which he regrets bitterly. Some act which would come back to him nightly and bring beads of sweat to his forehead. Some act which he would yearn to erase.


Anna   Well, I don’t know …


The Proprietor   Take it from me.


Anna   But people … sometimes people are ashamed of perfectly reasonable things. Maybe he wanted to erase something that happened to him. Something he was a victim of.


The Proprietor   Perhaps. I hope you’re right.


Anna   And people are capable of good.


The Proprietor   Sporadically.


Anna   So, you know, he’s just as likely to have done good things, to be a good person, a person whom someone loves. Someone who someone else needed, needs even.


The Proprietor   What are the chances?


Anna   Do you speak to him about this?


The Proprietor   No. Of course not.
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