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For my father.

‘Huntington’s chorea produces a series of 

involuntary repetitive movements that resemble 

a ghastly parody of dancing’

Susan Greenfield

‘Driving with my father through a wooded road ... 

we suddenly came upon two women, mother and daughter, 

both tall, thin, almost cadaverous, both bowing, twisting, grimacing. 

I stared in wonderment, almost in fear. What could it mean?’

George Huntington
‘Always use the Green Cross Code

Because I won’t be there when you cross the road’

Green Cross Code Man
Prologue

Waterloo International Eurostar Terminal; Platform 20; Eurostar RG6743; Coach 14; Seat 31; Friday, 28 May 2004, 6.34pm.

Enter David, with laptop bag

An image of a male dancer, waltzing alone in a ballroom

David sits and sets up his laptop

The show’s title sequence plays on the rear screen


<voici ce que j’ai fait un jour de mon corps>


<Here’s What I Did With My Body One Day>


David Rée is running through slides for a PowerPoint presentation and is on his mobile. 
David
It’s David. 

We’ve just left Waterloo.

Did Cameron get the data transfer completed?

I knew he wouldn’t. Make sure you’re out of the office when Barbara finds out.


// Look Mike I had a programme running through some figures this afternoon.

David (V/O)
My name is David Rée and my family kills.

David
It’s an annealing thing, yeah. What I need you to do is email the dataset to my phone so I can upload it to my laptop.

And copy it to my work address. DavidR at (ash dot ack uck).

David (V/O)
The Rée family curse is that we kill French intellectuals in traffic accidents.

David
It’s Paris, Mike, it’s not Tajikistan. They’ll have Internet Cafes.
David (V/O)
The curse first struck in the late spring of 1899 two hours outside Paris when my great-great-grand-father killed a composer, Ernest Chausson.

Ernest Chausson materialises behind a screen.
Ernest
Pardon monsieur, Il y a quelqu’un ici?

David
No I’m sorry, it’s taken, sorry.

Ernest
Je m’excuse.


My father is a contractor of public works and I am a composer. 

My father is a contractor of public works but I am a composer. 

David (V/O)
He had spent a day building a dry stone wall on the border that separated his small acreage from the common pathway that ran alongside it. Some of the slate must have been left on the path because late that afternoon Ernest Chausson’s bicycle skidded and killed its rider.

David
It’s just I’m trying to finish off my conference paper for tomorrow and you know these events, if you’re not completely up to date some smartarse will point it out for you.

David (V/O)
A few years later, a great uncle of mine is working for the land army, in the transport division, moving equipment around northern France. He is crossing the Seine in 1906 with a cartload of rifles, when Pierre Curie steps into the road. 


Pierre Curie materialises behind a screen.


Husband of Marie Curie and co-discoverer of radium, Pierre lost his life under the wheels of my great uncle’s munitions wagon.

Pierre
Excusez-moi, monsieur, c’est occupée? Is taken?
David
Yes, I’m sorry, my father’s sitting here.  Excusez



What? No, he’s in the buffet car. 

Pierre
My father is a physician and I am a scientist. 

My father is a physician but I am a scientist.

David

Probably drinking Kronenbourg and doing the Times crossword.

David (V/O)
My uncle tried to break the curse by becoming a motor mechanic and refusing all work from intellectuals. But after he checked over the brakes on the Facel Vega of publisher Michel Gallimard – who then gave a lift to Albert Camus in 1960 – he gave up and became a forest warden in Fontainebleau. That was the last straw and in the mid-sixties, just before I was born, my mother and father packed everything they had and left for England and, so he says, he hasn’t seen an intellectual since. Things were quiet and my father thought the curse had lifted. Until March 1980. My first cousin worked for a company that had the laundry concession for one of the big Parisian hotels. One day he’s driving a van with all the dirty linen and towels back to the depot. And into the road steps Roland Barthes, the celebrated critic and philosopher.



Roland Barthes materialises behind a screen.

Roland
Pris?

David
(English) Pardon?
Roland
Comment?

David
I’m sorry?

Roland
(enunciated) Cette banquette: on s’assied ici?

David
Ah, oui, oui, mon père…

Il…coming back…soon. Excusez-moi.
Roland
His father is a naval lieutenant and he is a book lover.


His father is a naval lieutenant but he is a book lover.

David (V/O)
My cousin had death threats and there were wanted posters up in the Sorbonne and everything.

David
No, I’ve never been to France. Yes honestly.


It’s a long story.


It’s my father, he’s French but he’s one of those ‘more English than the English’ people.


Hold on, Mike, I think we’re about to go into the tunnel


We go into the tunnel. 


The intellectuals waltz, separately but together. The dance becomes grotesque, twitching, grimacing.Lights up suddenly. The train is entering Paris and pulling into Gare du Nord. 

David (V/O)
I have to point out of course that this is nonsense. There are no such things as family curses. People drive too fast. Roads are dangerous places. These are facts.

David
Yeah, it came through okay, I think.

Hey my phone’s changed network.


B-O-U-Y-G-E-S. How do you pronounce that?


Look we’re almost there, I better drag my dad out from the buffet car.

David closes the laptop and starts packing his stuff up.
David (V/O)
Because if anyone’s qualified to tell you what is passed down through a family, it’s me. For the last twelve years I have been working at the HUGO-Wellcome Genome campus sequencing a short section of DNA in the 4th chromosome. In my modest way I have therefore contributed to the Human Genome Project, the complete decryption of human DNA and the greatest scientific achievement since the moon landing, possibly since the splitting of the atom. So I know what is passed down through the family and what is not and we have not yet found a gene for killing intellectuals – French or otherwise.


This curse is a phantom, 


A dream perhaps, 


A face in the clouds.


The train pulls into the station. 


1.

Saturday morning. A café in Paris on the Place de la Bastille, which is effectively a vast traffic intersection, fed by seven broad avenues. A mass of cars come and go in all directions. It is raining. The skies are ominous but there is a sense of brisk normality. 

An intellectual is at a café table, with a notebook, miniscule ink-black coffee and a strong cigarette. Preposterously this cigarette smoke spells out a series of French words.
Roland
<Cliché:> The setting represents a café. He reflects that by the end of the 1970s, in Paris all cafés had become a representation of themselves. In a kind of nostalgia he tries to imagine a France before Frenchness. And yet he too, with his notebook, his improbable thoughts, strong cigarette in his right hand, ink-black coffee by his left, on his last day he worries that he has become a mere representation of a vanishing type: the French intellectual. 


David has arrived but is unsure if he is at the right place. He looks at a print-out of an email. He does not ever see Roland because Roland isn’t actually there. A waiter is taking things out of the rain.
David
Excuse-moi, monsieur?

Waiter
Je suis occupé.

David
Is this café francais?

Waiter
Oui, bien sûr, c’est marqué sur la porte. Asseyez-vous. (leaving) J’arrive.

David
Merci.

Roland
<Gauche:> Strong cigarette in his right hand, ink-black coffee by his left. If he were on a stage, he remarks, he would be sitting stage right. To an imagined audience, however, he would be sitting on the left. If he extends his hand to the left, towards an imagined protagonist, the audience sees him extend it to their right. To speak of ‘my right, your left’ is to speak as if the body were not a thing of desire and sensuality but rather a possession, part of the bourgeois system of private property. From this he concludes that left, right, the definition of place, the tyranny of geography, the despotism of the map is always and everywhere bourgeois. He makes a note.


The waiter returns.

David
a coffee please

Waiter
café crème, grand crème, petit crème, express… 

David
Uh— 

The waiter whisks off.
Roland
<Parfum> He chose this café specifically to stimulate his desire. It has a reputation for good coffee and bad service. The smell of another man’s coffee when you have none. Is this not the very definition of desire?

Pierre arrives. He spots David.
Pierre
DavidR@ash.ac.uk!

David
Oh! pierremacquart@univ-igm.fr!

Pierre
At last to shake your hand. Three years of e-mail.

A rather one-sided flurry of Gallic cheek-kissing.
David
I wasn’t sure it was the right place. 

Pierre
But of course, Café Francais, Place de la Bastille, opposite l’Opera.

David
Yes but it’s completely deserted. And the waiter wasn’t much help.

Pierre
(crestfallen) You are right. This place is pile of shit, we go somewhere else.

David

No, no.

Pierre

(outraged) I do not have my English friend sit in a shit-heap.

David

No, no, it’s quite alright, honestly.

Pierre

(uncertain) You want to sit in a shit-heap?

David

Yes.

Pierre

(dubiously) As you wish. 

But at least let us try to get some café out of this shitheap. Monsieur!
Roland
<Memoire:> As a young man, banished to his room when guests came to dinner, he enjoys the smell of coffee that drifts down the hall. Later he realises that what he smells is the cognac, the Mirabelle, Muscadine, the scent of spice and caramel evaporating from the hot coffee. Always when he is served coffee he anticipates the forbidden odours of his youth and always he is disappointed to taste only coffee.


The waiter arrives.

Pierre
Un express, s’il vous plaît.

Waiter
Oui.

David
Un café, um, (French pronunciation) ‘simple’.

Si vous plaît.

Waiter looks puzzled.
(to Pierre) I just want a straightforward coffee, // I don’t know the word for it

Waiter
Aah! He is English!

David
Ah oui, oui. Excuse-moi, mon français n’est pas— 

Waiter
(wags finger) Your French is not very good.

David
Non, non—

Waiter
Si si, yes yes! Not good.

Pierre
Ça suffit! Un express pour moi et un café crème pour mon ami, hein?

Waiter
Un express et un café crème. Merci.


He whisks off.

Pierre
Always the ‘attitude problem’, as the fucking Yankee say, hein?

David
Yes, golly. 

Pierre
But my friend it is so good to meet. Enfin. To see a face, hein, this is always and everywhere better than the email.

David
Absolutely. Now, I’m wondering -

Pierre
At first, e-mail, you remember, oh it was happy! I almost cry to read this first e-mail. No, in fact I laugh.

David
Yes, it was really something // I just need -

Pierre
Now, of course, every morning, I open the Outlook, I think, ‘Oh Jeez, what junk will I find here?’ And every morning, (mouse-finger) shit shit shit, delete delete delete, you know? ‘Make big your manhood today’, ‘come look at sexy Paris Hilton’, and fifty message from a Steely Dan discussion-list which I not know how I stop. But David, we must not talk of the email shit all morning, this is your day. What do you need?

David
I think I’m basically okay. I started a data transfer for the presentation via my mobile but I may have lost the end of it when we went into the tunnel. You don’t know if MS Windows Mobile 2003 supports resuming?

Pierre
No, Windows shit, no way my friend. But we can access the data remotely through my laptop.

David
Oh really? Well that would be great.

Waiter
Messieurs. Enfin. Voilà. Un express. And a simple little coffee for my English friend.

David
Merci beaucoup.


Waiter pats his arse in a self-congratulatory way as he leaves. 

Pierre
You said ‘nice arse’.

David 
Oh god!

Pierre
You will dine with us afterwards? 
David
Well, maybe, but I’m actually here with my father. He’s really not a – scientific type of person.

Pierre
Oh, well, we have such people also. Even in Paris.

David
In fact we’re so unlike, it’s a standing refutation of genetics.

Pierre
My father was a shit also. Now he dead. 

David
I didn’t say he was a sh -

Pierre
He not come to see you up the stage, talk about DNA for to think: this is my boy who is a man? (tuts gravely)

Roland
<Anti-flâneur>Now that he has established beyond doubt that left and right is a bourgeois tyranny, founded in the suppression of the body and its desires, he decides on the last day of his life to conduct an experiment. He will walk without a map: not freely because, as he knows well, the stroll is a just a myth of the bourgeois, but strictly, rigidly, studiously according to his desire. His desire will be a tyrant. His desire will make and remake this city.


Roland gathers his things and leaves the café.

David
It’s a long story. My father’s actually French. He’s a translator, has been all his life. He’s not been back for forty years, since before I was born. I’ve seen a photograph of them on the ferry; my mother’s pregnant with me. So I think he’d prefer a nostalgic afternoon. 
Pierre
Nostalgie. He want to stand on old ground and remember.

David
Yes, he calls it talking to the ghosts.

Pierre
Well he will be very welcome for dinner – the whole thing is paid for by GenTechnicaTM so the restaurant will be a good one. You meet the European Director this afternoon.
David

Yes, great. 

Pierre

On y va, we go to my office before the conference, my laptop is there. You have the passwords?

David

I’ve put them in a sort of code. Just in case, you know.


Produces notebook from pocket. Leafing through -


Though I can never remember what I - 


Frowns.


This is weird. 

Pierre
What is the problem?

David
It’s in French. 


But it’s my handwriting.


Stares at page.


It must be my father’s. 

Pierre
You have the same notebook as your father?

David

Yes, we must have. 

So this morning, when I left I must have picked his up off the dresser. (Sigh of frustration) I’m so sorry - we’ll have to stop off at the hotel so I can pick mine up.

Pierre

This is not a problem.

David

I didn’t think. I just took it. We buy the same notebook. Obviously not as different as I thought.

Pierre

And I say that I know this feeling.  Every day more and more I see my father look at me in the mirror.  He never talk, my father in the mirror, he just look at me.


2.


An intellectual cycles.

Ernest
In the summer of 1885, my wife and I considered it time to invest in a pair of bicycles. After discussion with three manufacturers, I settled upon the Safety Bicycle, produced out of Coventry, England, by Mr John K. Starley. My wife would rouse two packed lunches from the cook, and we would cycle out from Paris. 

The solid rubber tyres offered some protection against the vicissitudes of the horseways. 

Nonetheless, Jeanne and I would be grateful when we turned off the main road onto the soft needles of perhaps 

A forest 

Of spruce,

Cypress, 

And juniper.

In a street in Paris a car horn blasts.

Pierre

Attention!
David

Yes I—

Pierre

We drive on the right, yes?

Ernest
On that day we rode deep into the forest.



The pathway grew fainter

And as the trees fell silent.

So our conversation ceased.

Only the small clank of the bicycle chain and the crisp pressure of the wheel on the forest floor.

And, not a word spoken between us, not even a glance, 

We slow to a stop

Rest the bicycles against a tree

The branches above us.

The sun.

The moon.

3.

Metro tableaux.

Tableau 1 (platform at the Bastille)

David

Thank you. My father is always amazed at how inept I am with things like ticket machines. He says: you’re a scientist and you can’t set the video! 
Pierre

Do not start me to talk about shit videos and the shit timers.

David

He tried to teach me to drive once, on a bare bit of ground. He’s a terrible teacher and kept flinching and running his hands through his hair and grabbing the dashboard as if we were about to go through the windscreen. I still can’t drive.

Tableau 2 (standing on a train)

Pierre

You will tell me to shut my mouth if I ask too much? Tais-toi salaud! you must say.

David

I don’t mind.

Pierre

Your father. He has Huntington’s, yes?



A moment.



It was something you said in the ticket hall, I’m sorry.



Pregant pause.

Pierre

You haven’t—
David

I don’t want to know.

Pierre

Of course.

David

I thought that coming to Paris might help him. And last night in the taxi he seemed so much more alert. Pointing things out, really looking. We had a glass of wine together in the hotel bar. Henever has wine.


Tableau 3 (on an escalator)

David

Stay in the dark.
Pierre

Write a perfect poem.
David

Get drunk probably.

Pierre

Kiss everyone in my address book.

David

On the day my mother died, she woke up that morning and announced that she would die today. How did she know?

Pierre

How did she spend her last day?

David

Watched M*A*S*H on DVD and ate a banana split.

Pierre

When was this happen?

David

Just before New Year.

Pierre

I’m sorry.

David

I wouldn’t want to know my last day. I’d probably lie in bed.

Pierre

I would take time to really enjoy coffee.

David

Look at old photographs.

Pierre

Think thoughts, think thoughts.

4.

Ernest in the forest 

Ernest
In the forest 



The peeling bark



The air prowling in the leaves



Accidents of light



I said to my wife



Jeanne, I said

This is what music must be.

We hear the sound of wind through the branches, leaves lifting around him, and from a distance music. No, it’s muzak.



5.



The lobby of an expensive Citadines hotel. Tennis is on a large television playing aimlessly out into an uninhabited lounge area. A large reception desk. Soft muzak fills the air.

Pierre is waiting, watching the tennis.  The concierge is at the reception desk

The ping of a lift door.
David

He’s not up there.
Pierre

He’s probably gone to have the breakfast in a café.

David

Did this chap say anything?

Pierre

He says he only start working fifteen minute ago; the lady before him go to another branch of this hotel.

David

He can’t have gone far. He twisted his ankle on the steps at Waterloo. He says ‘the Rée Family have bad ankles’. He thinks it’s genetic. 



Excuse me, can I leave this book for my father.



A gene that predisposes you to twist your ankle. Probably at Waterloo.

Concierge
Bien sûr.  And your father is monsieur…

David

Rée.  Hold on, I’ll just write him a note; he doesn’t know where the congress is on.

Pierre

Oh, David. You drop something.

David

What?

Pierre

It fall out of the notebook.

David

What is it?

Pierre

A photograph.

David

Let me see?

Pierre

It is your father I think. He look like you.

David

People say that. I can’t see it myself.

Pierre

And this woman, she is your mother?

David

No, I don’t know who she is. I’ve not seen—



What?



Pierre and the Concierge are smirking.

Pierre

We not have to ask where your father go. (Il est un français.)

(Concierge acknowledges)

David

No no—
Pierre

David, your father wander off somewhere. You tell me he want to talk to the old ghost, hein? Now we see this picture he keep in his little black book!

David

No no—

Pierre

You come for congress and perhaps your father too, hein? Ho ho!

Concierge
Ho ho ho!

Pierre

Ho ho ho!

David

Look, I’m sure he wouldn’t do anything like that. 

He’s 79.

Pierre

Ho ho ho!

Concierge
Ho ho ho!

David

I’ve got a CD of last week’s dataset. I’ll need to load it in Gene-IT and then bring it across as a PDF.

Pierre

Leave that to me. I will go on ahead and arrange this. I see you at 2.30 at L’Institut. (Crosses his fingers) Merde! (Explaining) “Shit!” (Explaining further) Good luck! (He goes)

David

I want to speak to the woman who was on the desk this morning. See if my father said anything about where he was going.

Concierge
I can telephone our hotel in Vendome and ask her. Perhaps I can make a fax. It will help if she see this face.

David

Okay.

David

I know my father. 

He wouldn’t.



He’s 79.



6.


A white light.

Pierre

They don’t recommend picking up radium any more. If you want to look at our notebooks from 1897 onwards, now, you have to sign to say you touch the pages at your own risk the radioactivity on those things what did we know?  But with a discovery like that you just have to keep some on you it was yes okay it was bit showy but it was my party piece I admit it so there.  

I’d let everyone tell their stories and then I’d say I have something that might interest you and they’d all look up and I’d ask that the lamps be turned down 

Lights down

and I’d bring out this little stoppered bottle of radium that I kept in the breast pocket of my waistcoat and it was magical because it lit up their faces – and it always stayed hot. 

He holds the bottle against his arm. A sting – 

Lights, please.

Lights up. He reveals the blister

Of course Marie used to tick me off don’t waste it etc but you have to turn the lights down, that’s the whole point. Still, the bottle did leave a permanent lesion over my heart.



When we first embarked upon our quest to identify the source of the radioactivity in pitchblende, this mix of earth and fossilized tar, we started with just a pestle and mortar and within months Marie was doing deals with the Austrian government to get a hillside of the stuff shipped back to our laboratory.  I’m laughing and saying where are we going to put it all.  There were cartloads of it. I slit open a sack and it was all mixed with pine needles and I took up two great handfuls and smelled the Bohemian forests.

I didn’t even have to look up I just said

 

What do you think it will be like Marie what will it look like?


And she would say 

I don’t know
I don’t know, Pierre, but I should like it to have a very beautiful colour.


7.


A street by the Seine. A bouquiniste’s stall. David has a brightly-coloured, poor-quality map from the hotel. He stares at the map. He looks in vain for a street sign. He looks at the map. He searches for a landmark. He checks the back of the map. He is being watched by the bouquiniste. 

Roland
It is no use, monsieur.

David

Sorry?
Roland
This map will not help you.
David

I need to get to the Institut LeJeune. I’m not even sure where I am. 

Roland
But of course. It is very bad map. 

David

Really? What’s wrong with it?

Roland
It is a map for a child. Little picture of the Centre Pompidou. No. I have much better map for you.

David

I don’t need anything fancy; if you would just // show me where

Roland
You are not the first. Oh no, my friend. Every morning I see them come from your hotel with their free map. (He demonstrates.) They look at the map, they look at the street, they look at the map, they look at the river. Do I go left? Do I go right? The map is silent.

David

You’re here every morning?

Roland
Seven o’clock.

David

I don’t suppose you saw this man leave the hotel about an hour ago? The man on the left.

Roland
Perhaps I do, perhaps I do not.

David

Well… which?

Roland
First you buy a proper map.

David

I don’t need a proper map.

Roland
Very accurate. New edition.

David

I’ve got a map.

Roland
(pointing accusingly) That is a baby map. Is a map for a baby.

David

I don’t have time for this.


He makes to go.

Roland
Monsieur monsieur. You wish to go to Institut LeJeune?

David

Yes.

Roland
You are scientifique?

David

I am. Microbiologist.

Roland
It is not far. You can walk from here. Very easy. Take La rue de pont neuf. You turn to the left at the end and go straight for 20 minutes. Institut LeJeune is all glass.

David

Thank you.

Roland
It is your father in the photo?

David

That’s right. He’s gone off somewhere.

Roland
He look like you.

David

I don’t see it but okay.

Roland
What does ‘Find the bitter’ mean?

David

I don’t know, why?

Roland
I think you will find it on the back of the photograph.

David

Huh. Yes. ‘Find the Bitter’.

Roland
It mean something? 

David

No. It’s probably an old note he scribbled down. Meant something once. You haven’t seen him then?

Roland
No.

David

Well, thank you for your help.

Roland
You sure you not want to buy this excellent map? A man with a bad map is a prisoner. With a good map you are free.

David

I’ll be okay with this one.


He makes to go. The flashing light of an ambulance is strong on the scene now.


Looks like there’s been an accident.


Roland
(dismissively, Gallically) But what is an accident?


We see the back of the photograph. In a careful hand it reads ‘Find the Bitter’.

8.



An intellectual steps forward.
Pierre

Marie would always pick me up on fate she would say what do you mean fate? and I’d say well you know what I mean the way things have to end up she’s say no there are just physical processes unfolding in causal sequence and I’d say is there any harm in calling that fate?

It was raining and maybe I was fiddling with my umbrella it was an old umbrella and it had belonged to my father and the catch on it was so yes perhaps that was what I was fiddling with and stepping out into the road I was knocked down by a horse fancy that a horse I remember thinking how foolish and slipping on the wet road I grabbed at a bridle or some part of the reins which dragged me a small while but being scraped raw on the cobbles I had to let go which is when the wheel of the lorry apparently the rear left wheel went over my head splintering it and of course I died at once

I could not believe how they criticised Marie cold they said and what sort of a wife was she which made me cry with anger because the love I knew was bleeding in her she used to write love letters to me this was months after and I was cold in the ground but until my sister threw them on the fire she was right of course it wasn’t healthy Marie kept my bloodstained clothes cold? she was not cold not at all cold 

My meeting at the Learned Societies Hall had taken longer than expected the offices of the Quarterly Review in Gauthier-Villars were closed by a strike so the journey that led me to that kerb on the Rue Dauphine at that moment was she was right she was right it was just a physical process unfolding in causal sequence 

Headlights flash up on a frozen Pierre caught in mid-accident behind an umbrella. 


9.

A lecture theatre. The GenTechnicaTM logo is very prominent. David’s at a lectern connecting up his laptop and checking through a couple of slides. Ernest is an expensively-dressed businessman who speaks excellent, idiomatic, US-accented English.

Ernest
David Rée? Hi, I’m Ernest Girard.

David
Ah, GenTechnica—

Ernest
Yes, I’m the European director.

David
What, the whole thing?

Ernest
Yes, everything – from genetic engineering to music sales.  I was CEO for the Clavier label. I commissioned the Handel Edition last year, personal project, I’m very proud of it. Perhaps you heard about it?

David
I don’t really follow music—
Ernest
But since then I’ve been booted upstairs and – we wanted to talk to you, actually. We’ve identified you as one of the few people who can help us. You’ll be interested in this. We’re hoping to develop technologies that will make portions of human DNA, noncoding portions, available as advertising space—and we hope that you can


David’s mobile goes off.

David
I’m sorry, I’m expecting….

Ernest
That’s okay. You take the call. We’ll talk later…

David
Hello.

Concierge
Docteur David Rée?

David
That’s right.

Concierge
This is the concierge at your hotel. I have just spoken to the lady who was on the desk this morning. 

David
What did she say?

Concierge
There is nothing to worry about. She spoke to your father. He decide to go out for the day.

David
Typical! 

Concierge
Yes, he ask her to arrange the hire of a car for to do some sightseeing.

David
Sorry I didn’t catch that. Who hired a car?

Concierge
Your father.

David
I’m sorry, that’s not possible.

Concierge
Is very easy, we have an arrangement with Auto Europe. 

David
But my father can’t drive. 

Concierge
Cannot drive?

David
Well he can but he probably shouldn’t, anyway he’s got this superstition about driving in France – you sure you’ve got this right?

Concierge
I have the rental agreement in front of me. Citroën C2. Dark blue.

David
This is crazy.


I don’t—


Did he say where he was going?

Concierge
He say only that he want to see Paris again.

Pierre

Fifteen years after my death the first microscopes amazing they got powerful enough to look into the nucleus of the cell and the first man in history looked at a chromosome but and you can’t blame him he’s seeing this pile of string pieces and maybe the slide’s badly prepared the lenses got fogged in the old glass and he was tired late in the laboratory because the hours they but he looks and counts forty-eight chromosomes.
Forty-eight? But there are forty-six chromosomes not forty-eight which when you look now of course but for nearly forty years they stopped looking and they just see forty-eight in the books even big photographic plates and underneath it says forty-eight chromosomes and you just have to look and count but no one does
but if you don’t really look you don’t see

no one can say that in our search for radium Marie and I didn’t look we did nothing but look.

Ernest
(To microphone) Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. 


Waits for quiet


Thank you for coming. I’m Ernest Girard from the European office, and I’m very pleased to welcome you to the GenTechnicaTM NonCoding DNA Seminar. I’m sorry we’ve already got in back of ourselves this early in the seminar but the delay was unavoidable. In point of which, I should add that Pierre Macquart who was down to speak on ‘Non-Codons’ has been involved in a small accident down at that bad junction near the Pont Neuf and won’t be able to join us.  We don’t have any details but I’ll keep you informed


Okay. Sydney Brenner of the Salk Institute once famously compared Junk DNA to Income Tax. You can’t ignore it, but you can evade it for a while. The science has come on a lot since then and every day new functions for this allegedly non-coding DNA are hypothesised, demonstrated, discovered. And I’m delighted to introduce the first speaker on this subject, Dr David Rée from the HUGO-Wellcome Genome Campus at Ashford. David.


Applause. Powerpoint slides on. David clears his throat.

David
In the Canadian Journal of Microbiology, Greg Hillwell wrote in 1997 that you are as likely to unlock the secrets of the human genome by studying Junk DNA as you are to solve a detective story by studying the red herrings. In this paper I want to show how recent advances in our understanding of non-coding DNA have proved Hillwell to be mistaken. In thrillers, a red herring is an element that seems important but turns out not to be. But thriller writers are also adept at the opposite; making vital clues seem unimportant. A casual mention of a twin, some play on words, a jokey reference to a family curse.


At Ashford we spent the best part of 1995-99 sequencing Junk DNA in chromosome 4. The data has revealed a number of suggestive patterns. In particular, human DNA at 4q33 showed identical strings of nucleotide pairs with rat DNA at—


Did you say Pierre was in a road accident at Pont Neuf?

Ernest
er…yes…

Pierre
Did anyone see the driver?


I’m sorry.


I have to go.

Ernest
David?

 The Powerpoint slides change faster and faster.


10.


A guingette. A waiter steps forward in bright sunlight, addressing someone unseen.

Waiter
Je m’excuse monsieur, mais le restaurant n’est pas ouvert pour le déjeuner.


Je répète on est fermé jusqu’à ce soir.


Vous m’écoutez? Vous comprenez le français?


Alors, vous voulez voir Jacques?


Vous êtes un copain?


Ne pleurez pas, monsieur. Vous ne devez pas pleurer, à votre âge.


Un moment.

Retreats.

11.

Ernest in the forest.

Ernest
A year before my death, struggling with my String Quartet, I had begun to feel that I should take myself away from the boulevards and seek inspiration in the high trees. We took ownership of a small cottage on the outskirts of Paris and, instead of finishing my quartet, I assumed charge of its furnishing in the erroneous belief that if the space was right the words would flow. I supervised the delivery of a series of Aubusson rugs knotted to my specifications, and, having taken a risk in commissioning not curtains but a series of calico prints in burgundy and scarlet from a pair of young teinturiers from the east of Avignon, I was quietly pleased to see the idea adopted by two of my three closest neighbours.  Half the summer was lost finishing the window frames with a pot of Naples Yellow mixed for me by Lefranc of Grenelle and I can’t make anything right any more nothing comes I am empty of everything sick in the mind I deceive everyone music? I am sick a sick man the thoughts I have what’s wrong with me?


He is distressed. He recovers.


I put bay leaves under the floorboards and laurel and jasmine in the cushions.  And despite my frustration, the two journeymen who rolled out the rugs were moved to tears by their designs and the effect of completion on the room.


12.


The Rue Dauphine.  Two policeman directing traffic at a junction. 


David enters, flustered.
David
Was there an accident here?

Gendarme
Je comprends pas.

David
accident traffique? Trafficale? Citron C2?

Gendarme
Comment?

David
Look. (enunciating) Je cherche un homme.

Gendarme
(looks askance) Oui?

David
I have to trouve un homme.

Gendarme
(still looking askance) Claude!

David
It’s important. He’s got Huntingtons (demonstrates spasm which looks a little like dancing)

Gendarme
CLAUDE!

Gendarme 2
Qu’est-ce qu’il y a?

Gendarme
Ce gaie cherche un homme. <This gayboy’s looking for a man>

Gendarme 2
Comment? 

Gendarme
Oui, je le jure. 


The gendarmes swap places

Gendarme 2
You looking for a man?

David
Oui. Yes. It’s very urgent.


Il a (tries it in a French accent) Huntington’s. (He does a shaky spasming motion again.)
Gendarme 
Ah! Il veut aller guincher. <Ah! He wants to go dancing. > (The gendarme mirrors the movement.)

David 
Yes, that’s him.

Gendarme 2
Ah! Fait la drague. <Go cruising>

Gendarme
Mais pourquoi il me demande? <Why’s he asking me?>

Gendarme 2
Peut-être Il bande pour toi, cheri. . <Maybe’s got the horn for you, sweetie>


I think you find the man you want at Le Tango.

David
Tongo? What’s that?

Gendarme 2
You want man? (returns gesture again)

David
That’s right. About my height, blue eyes—

Gendarme 2
Monsieur, there are many men there. I’m sure you find what you want.

David
Thank you, just – how do I get there?

Gendarme 2
Roger? Le metro pour Le Tango?


They swap places again.

Gendarme 
Ouf. Sais pas. Probablement, Arts et Metiers.

David
I’m sorry?

Gendarme
(enunciating very distinctly) Arts et Metiers.

David
Arse…?

Gendarme
Comment?

David
Arse? 

Gendarme
CLAUDE!


They swap places again.

David
(Gets out notebook and pen) Could you – écriver – the – les mots?


The gendarmes stop the traffic so that David can join them.

Gendarme 2
(Writes) Le Tango.

David
Ah, Tango!
Gendarme 2
(Writes) Arts et metiers.

David
Arts!
Gendarme 2
You will find man (dances) there .

David
Metro Arts et Metiers.  Rue au Maire. Thank you. Merci. Merci.


Gendarmes allow him to cross and exit.

Gendarme
Les Anglais, hein?

Gendarme 2
Incroyable.


13.


A suited intellectual among unsuitable trees.

Ernest
Did I say I was cycling with my wife?


She had taken our daughters back to Paris. 


I was alone


Yes I was supposed to stay in the cottage to finish my Quartet.


But I was among the high trees again


(Even though I promised myself—)


It’s like you remember making music as though it had been someone else, someone who scattered notes onto manuscript paper like a lazy gardener with a carton of seed. But now even one, even one, takes a day and there’s nothing nothing, it’s like pushing a screwdriver into your arm and feeling nothing. You want someone to notice, to cut the curse of it out of you, you think thoughts, think thoughts. It’s like there’s no heat in your fever.


I do not hate the city.

I do not distrust progress.

I am after a manner of speaking a technophile

But I wanted to breathe forest air for the last time.


Did I say for the last time?


14.


Roland is abandoning himself to his desire, in the form of a stroll. 


David is purposefully engaged with a map showing Paris by way of its arrondisements. He moves through the city.

Roland
<Promenade>


On his last day, he determines to walk according to his desire.


Drifting as if following a scent.


Muscadine, mirabelle.


To walk without direction, to abandon oneself to pure drift, is this not a kind of love?


Drawn across the city like smoke across a field


David finds himself in rue au Maire. We take in close-ups of the street name. The number 11. Old inexplicable bunting. The façade of a club – Le Tango. David is before the door. He goes in.


He finds himself before a locked door. 


The last ballroom of the Twentieth Century.


His feet, left and right, have carried him here, carried his tired tired body according to their own map. Because, he reflects, the body carries maps in the muscle, in the memory of movement. It is always when we are spontaneous that we repeat ourselves.


In the lock, improbably, is a key.


As he turns the key he notices that it is warm.

The space changes. A disused ballroom.

Someone has papered over the windows. There is masonry dust on the dance floor. The mirrors are still intact. Even some candles here and there. He is still. He seems to hear movement in another room. He moves across the dance floor. The paper on the windows is not perfect and here and there are tears, abrasions, imperfections in the paper that let the light through, throwing a heartful of stars onto the dust-covered floor.

Pierre
I couldn’t travel these aches in my arms my skin always breaking now and Marie kisses my forehead and says there’s things in the ice box and not to play with radium course don’t you know within hours almost of her carriage clip-clopping off I’m feeling much better so I make myself a sandwich stick it in a hankie and cycle off to the laboratory.


By the time I get there it’s late golly what midnight one o’clock and I’m creeping into the laboratory holding my shoes I don’t know who I think will be there

Roland
He hears a sound. Like a shoe scraping across salt. He is not alone. It sounds and resounds in the mirrors. He turns to see a young man, Marocain. Tight fitting jacket, thin tie, buckskin shoes. Am I to be robbed? The boy has one hand in his pocket. A knife? The key in the lock. The boy walks towards him. Confident, purposeful. To run, he wonders, to stay? His body tenses with indecision. The boy takes his hand from his pocket. He is less than a metre away. Close enough to touch. The long elegant fingers he has.
Ernest
On that day, among the high trees, the moon drifts in front of the sun. There is an eclipse.

Pierre
I push open the door and in –


And on the shelves, all around, bottles and bottles of radium.


Glowing in the darkness like fireflies

Ernest
The planets align


And all across the forest floor

The dappled circles are changing


Turning into crescents


My heart lifts and I feel light


Light like I cannot remember


And like an old skin


I shed my clothes around me

 
And God help me I danced

Pierre
Who can explain it but I danced

Roland
And what else was there to do but dance?


They dance. Laughter.

David
Ow!


The intellectuals resolve into clients of Le Tango standing at a bar.

David enters.

David
I twisted my ankle on the steps –


Why is it so dark in here?


The intellectuals stare at him.


Have you seen this man?


The three look at the photo. Pause.


He looks like me.


He walks with a stick.


They stare.


Do I know you?


They stare.

15.


David limps along Parisian streets. A noir moment.


The scene resolves into:


16.


The bouquiniste. He is closing up. Shutters, padlocks.

David
You were right

Roland
Ah! You see reason, hein! 

David
Yes, I need a proper Paris guide, one that’ll show me hospitals, police stations, anywhere my father might be.

Roland
You still not find him?

David
No.

Roland
Five euros (selling the map). You should go to the police.

David
I—


I know but—

Roland
There is a problem?
David
In the hotel they suggested he might have gone to see an old girlfriend.

Roland
But why they think this?

David
(gets the picture out) This woman in the photograph.

Roland
Oh yes. This is not your mother?

David
No it’s not. I’m beginning to hope they’re right. Some old flame. Before my mother’s time. It would be better than—


You know.

Roland
It is a strange thing.

David
What is?

Roland
I have not seen your father. But someone looking like this other man was here this afternoon.

David
What?

Roland
I believe this other man // may have 

David
The other man? 


David takes back the photograph and studies it.


Are you sure?

Roland 
It is an old photograph so no I am not sure.

David
You didn’t get a name.

Roland
No.


David continues to study the picture fruitlessly.

Roland
Perhaps you are looking at the picture in the wrong way.


The photograph is revealed to the audience.

David
(with faint irony) Really.

Roland
It is a common mistake.

David
(irritated) I’m a scientist actually, I am quite good as examining things closely.

Roland
I mean only that sometimes we look and see what we already think is there.
David
Obviously, but in this case I’ve never seen the picture before. I know nothing about this picture except that it’s my father. I don’t know who he is; I don’t who she is; I don’t know when or where it was taken; and I don’t know why my father brought it with him to Paris.

Roland
This photograph asks me two questions.

David
Excuse me?

Roland
First this photograph asks me who takes this picture?


And when we answer this question, perhaps we also answer the second: why does only one of these men look at the camera.

David
Oh you’re right.

Roland
To the first question I say this. Where is your mother in the picture?

David
What do you mean? She’s not in the picture.

Roland
In this picture your father looks very like you. From this we may think here he is the age you are now. 

David
Well I’m nearly 40 and he’s about twice my age, it was 40 years ago. Mid 60s.  So when this picture was taken, my mother could have been pregnant with me.

Roland
Perhaps. And perhaps we know who is taking the photograph.

David
My mum. Very clever. Ze little grey cells!

Roland
Comment?
David
Nothing.

Roland
But I then ask why your father is looking at your mother but this other man is trying to look away?

David
Other way round.

Roland
Pardon?

David
Other way round. Look: my father’s looking slightly to the left, whereas this man is looking straight at the camera.

Roland
This man is your father?

David
Yes.

Roland
But this is the man who was here this afternoon.

David
My father was here?

Roland
Yes. 

David
I don’t believe it. 

Roland
And he bought a map of the Paris basin, dating from 1964.

David
The mid-sixties – when this picture was taken?

Roland
And now, my friend, this photograph asks me a third question: this man, the man you do not know, why does this man look like you?


Crash in on the picture.


17.


Accidents of light all around now.


Ernest’s hat is thrown on, followed by his jacket, followed by Ernest himself, laughing. He falls to the floor and gathers his breath.
Ernest
I tell myself:


Bared-arsed and breathing hard I tell myself


All art aspires to the condition of music.


All music aspires to the condition of silence


And this silence!


All silence aspires


Come, come, we know this.


All silence aspires to the condition of death


I hear a crack and I open my eyes.


There is a forester standing in front of me.


With a rifle.


I am throwing my clothes around my shoulders


Je vous en prie


J’implore le pardon


Je demande grâce


I grab my bicycle up and throw myself across it.


Naked I ride out of the forest.


Once at a respectable distance I dress.


I examine the bicycle for damage; there is none.


Only then do I permit myself to cry.


A single wheel flies down. It starts to spin.


I am due to meet my family at the station. 


Ernest’s face appears in the wheel.


The path is uneven and yes it falls away to one side. I am a careful rider and of course I keep close to the stone wall. On the smoother portion of road, beaten down by hooves and farm boots, I fancy that the rubber wheel in contact with the road hums a B flat.


We hear music. Chausson’s String Quartet in C Minor, op. 35


My speed gathers and in the ringing of the wheel, the wind rushing by, I do, I hear music.


I see scattered flint pieces on the path.


I swerve to avoid them. 


The wheel skates across the path.


My arms lock and I am unable to correct my balance.


The front wheel drops and I am pitched forward


I put out my arms to protect myself but the force is too great; 


my wrists break and my head hits the stone wall at an angle, my right temple caves in and my neck cracks sharply.


It takes me only a minute to die and all the while I feel music, sticky hot music, pouring out of me onto the road.


There is a huge pneumatic thump and a breaking of glass. A car alarm is triggered.

18. 


Guingette

Waiter
Monsieur.


La voiture la bas, de l’autre cote du pont.


La Citroën bleu. Elle vous appartient?


Il ne faut pas la garer la bas;


La place est reservee aux clients.


Jacques dit qu’il peut vous voir


Parce que vous etes la, parceque vous etes venu de loin


Et après, il dit qu’il faut vous en aller


Vous m’avez compris?


19.


A police station. David in a sorry state, hand bandaged. A notebook is visible in an evidence bag on an incident board.

David
I thought it was my father’s car.

Gendarme
Comment?

David
Come on?

Gendarme
Quoi?

David
Oui, quoi voiture de ma pere.

Gendarme
Ton père? Où est ton père?

David
What?


Second Gendarme appears with a folded note. Hands it over.

Gendarme 2
Message téléphonique. 


Qu’est-ce qu’il y a?

Gendarme 
Tentative d’un vol de voiture.

Gendarme 2
Que dit-il?
Gendarme 
Il croyait que c’était la voiture de son père.

Gendarme 2
Quelles conneries!

David
Sean Connery?

Gendarme
(Reading the note) Nom de dieu! Regarde-ça.

Gendarme 2
Merde alors!

Gendarme
À qui le dis-tu?

Gendarme 2
C’est le même? De - GenTechnicaTM?

Gendarme
Paraît.
Gendarme 2
Lui? Ami d’Ernest Girard?

David
Ernest Girard? Has he returned my call?

Gendarme 2
Comment connaissez-vous Ernest Girard?

David
Conny, come on, what?
Gendarme
Il ne parle pas français.

Gendarme 2
Sans blague?

Gendarme
Oui, c’est un Anglais…

Gendarme 2
Ah...

David
Ma père –

Gendarme 2
Mon père –

David
Mon – thank you – mon père est malade. Il ne peut pas ... um (mimes a steering wheel). 

Gendarme
Ah, ‘conduire’.

David
Il est très dangereuse.

Gendarme 2
Eux.

David
Uh?

Gendarme 2
Eux.

Gendarme 
Eux.

Gendarme 2
Eux. Dangereux, pas dangereuse.

David
Il a problème. (Will he say it?)


Ma famille …


‘killer’  um (mimes stabbing) les intellectuelles. 

Gendarme 2
Votre famille..?

Gendarme
Tue les intellectuels?

David
Oui. 


Et beaucoup intellectuels à Paris. 

Gendarme 
(Smirks, pointing at Gendarme 2)

David
(angry?upset?) It’s not funny. It’s not funny.


Ernest arrives.

Ernest
What is not funny? (To gendarmes) Ernest Girard.

Gendarme
Monsieur.
Gendarme 2
Monsieur.

David
Ernest.
Ernest
On se calme. Qu’est-ce qui se passe?
Gendarme
On a arreté ce monsieur en train d’un tentative de vol de voiture, peut-être cambriolage. (Ernest briskly translates for David.) Il a cassé une vitre et on l’a découvert avec son bras dans la voiture. (Ernest translates.)

Ernest
Merci. Une situation delicate. Si je pouvais m’en charger, je vous serais reconnaissant. GenTechnicaTM aussi, je vous assure.

Well,  David.


You have caused me a real headache today.

David
I know, I shouldn’t –

Ernest
First you quit your talk after two minutes  - you have food poisoning by the way – then I get called away from the conference banquet because, what? One of my guests, the distinguished genome scientist Dr David Rée has tried to steal a car.

David
I wasn’t trying to steal it. 

Ernest
You were rescuing a dog? What? Tell me.

David
My father’s gone missing. I saw that car, that make, the same colour, that notebook on the seat. My father has one just like it.


The gendarmes gesture to the notebook in the evidence bag.

Ernest
Do you know how many people have these notebooks?

David
I know.
Ernest
David, you’re not thinking straight. Have you tried the hospitals?
David
Yes –
Ernest
The police? Have they found anyone?
David
You can’t report him missing until he’s been gone for 24 hours or something –
Ernest
What about the hotel, maybe he’s gone back there?
David
I’ve left them my number. I called them an hour ago. 

Ernest
Then David, David, look at me; you have done everything you can. Your dad may have wandered off somewhere. He may be drinking with old friends. And okay, yes, maybe he’s had an accident. There is Nothing More You Can Do. 

David
You don’t understand.

Ernest
Your father will show up, one way or another. Breaking into cars and wasting police – and my – time will not help you find him. You have done everything you can. Go back to the hotel. Get some sleep for God’s sake. In the morning things will be clearer, you can start the rounds again.

David
…

Ernest
Okay?


David loses heart.


I’m sorry, David, but –


Look, I’ll sort things out here –


Ernest turns to the police and takes some notes from his wallet.


I’m sure he’ll show up. All apologies and hangover.


Come on, David. Let me buy you a drink, then I’ll drop you at your hotel. It’s been a long day.


20.


In a café. Who knows, maybe this is the Petit Fer à Cheval.

David
I’m sorry. I’m keeping you away from your meal.

Ernest
Not at all. We were almost done. What happened to your foot?

David
Nothing. An accident.

Ernest
I must say, we were concerned when you rushed out like that.
David
I thought my father had killed Pierre. I panicked.
Ernest
Pierre is fine. Well, just a broken arm – it was a pizza delivery moped.
David
Thank God, oh, that’s such a relief.


Waiter approaches.

Waiter
Messieurs?

Ernest
Pastis.

Waiter
(Writes on the paper table-cloth) Oui, un pastis. Et pour vous?

David
Une verre de l’eau.

Waiter
Comment?

David
Une verre? Seulment eau? Water?

Waiter
You are English?

David
(completely loses it) Oh look, I am speaking French. I am speaking your language. I am trying my best. Why does nobody understand what I’m saying?

Waiter
Excusez-moi, // vraiment navré.

Ernest
Calmez, // David, calmez.

David
(thumping the table) Look, I’m actually fucking French, okay. Stop the funny fucking foreigner stuff. Just a fucking glass of water, it’s not a lot to ask. I am fucking French and I want a fucking glass of fucking water.

Waiter
Alors, un pastis et (gingerly on the table-cloth) un verre d’eau. Tout de suite, monsieur.

Ernest
Look, while I have you here, there’s something I’d like to talk about.

David
What’s that?

Ernest
Innovation is one of GenTechnica’sTM  core competences. And we think that we have found a blue ocean. 

David
A blue ocean?

Ernest
A new platform, a new market. Junk DNA. 

David
Oh. The advertising space thing.

Ernest
We’re a genetics company. It’s low-hanging fruit.

David
You want to put adverts onto unused portions of DNA?

Ernest
It’s an obvious move.

David
You’re not serious.

Ernest
We’re strategising longterm. You can’t read them now but in the future? We’re foreseeing – fifteen years maybe, maybe less – direct genomic testing to access your bank account. In five you won’t be able to buy insurance without submitting to a realtime biometric scan. This is the way things are going, David. What if product information were available on those screens too? It’s a boutique product, for blue-chip companies, real going-forward corporations. And David… David?

David
I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I am listening.

Ernest
We need someone to help us with this. 

David
Look, I can’t think about it right now.

Ernest
But you think it’s possible?

David
Well, theoretically yes. You’d need to deliberately introduce genetic mutations at the non-coding level. And then, I guess, you could set up the software to recognise certain non-functioning junk-code sequences and flash up a slogan whenever it sees them. 

Ernest
You can put words into DNA?

David
Well, yes. DNA is all words. It’s just a string of code-words which contain the recipe for how you make a human being. You know this.

Ernest
I’m strategy and organisation, I don’t touch the science.

David
Well, that’s all you need to know.


As David explains, we see his doodlings on the table-cloth.


DNA is a code; to decode it there’s a two-stage process: transcription and translation. The code is transcribed onto a messenger molecule that takes it to the place where it’s translated into amino acids, which make up proteins, which make a human being. Kind of. It’s like the waiter. We have a drinks order. We give him the order – he transcribes it. He doesn’t need to know how to fix the drink, he just takes the information to the kitchen where it’s translated into a pastis and a glass of water.

Ernest
So you could do it?

David
Well, technically…


The waiter reappears with a pastis and a glass of water.

Waiter
Voila. Un pastis. Un verre d’eau. Aux frais de la maison.

David
What?

Ernest
It’s on the house.

David
Oh. Merci.

Waiter
(Rolls off the tongue) If possible may do something other for please all the two, it’s must that you call okay?

David
What?

Ernest
He’s asking if you want anything else.
David
No.
Ernest
They even do English beers here.
Waiter
(Slickly) Ooh. You will not find a better bitter.
David
Oh well, okay. A half.
Ernest
Un demi.

Waiter
Monsieur.

He goes.

Ernest
(Pours water into pastis) All these codes and translations, makes your genome sound like a cryptic crossword.

David
That’s what my dad calls it.


Excitedly –


The Times Cryptic.

Ernest
Are you okay?

David
It’s not a note.

Ernest
What?

David
(Gets out the photo.) ‘Find the bitter’. My father wrote it on the back of this photo. I thought it was a note to himself.

Ernest
Isn’t it?

David
No. What if he meant me to find this?

Ernest
Find the bitter?

David
He’s always done things like this. Crosswords, puzzles. Christmas when I was a kid we’d have treasure hunts, you’d have to solve clues to get your presents. One year it took me till March.

Ernest
You think this means something?

David
It’s not a note. It’s a clue.

Ernest
A clue?

David
What if he’s telling me where he’s gone? If you want to find me, find the bitter. He’s alive.
Ernest
Do you think so?
David
Believe me. This is just the sort of thing that he’d do.
Ernest
What does he do, your father.
David
He’s a translator.

Ernest
So, translation. Find the bitter.

David
What’s Bitter.

Ernest
Amer.
David
Amer. Okay.
Ernest
Now what?
David
We write it down.


They do, on the table-cloth. We see their ensuing transcriptions.


Okay but okay. Translation. Transcription. In the transcription process the genetic code is encrypted. It looks like the code but it’s slightly changed. We need a soundalike.

Ernest
(Writes) Amer – Amair – America?

David
Our mayor?

Ernest
Am heir. I am heir to the throne. 

David
I am light and air.

Ernest
Are you sure your father would do this?

Ernest
Hold on, it’s find the bitter.

Ernest
L’amer.
David 
L’amer.

Ernest
La mère. David, he has gone to find your mother!

David
My mother’s buried in a cemetery. In Kent.

Ernest
Or la mer meaning the sea. (sketches a wave pattern in the air)
David

Find the sea.

Ernest
He has gone to the sea?

David

No, he’s got a map of the Paris suburbs, the sea’s miles away.

Ernest
La mer.
David

Forget it. You’re right. I’m tired.



He finishes his water. Long pause. Ernest idly picks up the photograph. After a moment.

Ernest
David

David

What?
Ernest
This photograph. The building. 

David

What about it?

Ernest
Along the cornice. There’s a carved wood design.



What’s that shape?



David takes the picture and stares at it. The picture swims into focus for us too.



Aren’t they waves?

David

Yes, they’re waves.



We see a crested decoration of waves on the building’s roof.


Find the Bitter. Trouvez La Mer.

Ernest
Bistro La Mer. Restaurant La Mer. (Looking at the photo) Guingette de la Mer. I’ll call Directory Enquiries. We need a Guingette de la Mer.

David

On the outskirts of Paris.



The waiter arrives with a half pint of bitter on a tray.

Waiter
Voila monsieur. The bitter.

21.


Roland Barthes.
Roland
<Carte blanche>


Desire is embodied in the heart of the city


It is a Parisian traffic junction


A site of pure disorder


No markings on the road, inadequate signposting


No system, no signals, no signs,


Is this not the very definition of love?


Writes in the air


<voici ce que j’ai fait un jour de mon corps>


The title appears on the screen and morphs into English:

Here’s what I did with my body one day


According to a motorcyclist who witnessed the accident, at 3.00 the author approached a junction by the Sorbonne. Standing by the kerb, the author appeared to be smiling.


I will not be a bystander to desire but - why should I not? – I give myself to it.


The motorcyclist reports that as the author stepped into the road he looked right rather than left. A bookseller returning from his lunch claims that the author looked left rather than right. But whose left? Which was right? Witnesses agree he cannot have seen the laundry van until it hit him.


And at the very instant of impact I believe that I can hear music.


I was taken by ambulance to the Salpetrière hospital. I was finding it difficult to breathe and my body, according to the doctors, was failing to respond to treatment. In order to alleviate my condition they cut my throat and inserted a tube, leaving me not only unable to eat, drink or smoke, but also unable to speak. I could communicate now only by writing and by gesture. I am sure that this irony will not be lost.

I did not die immediately.  It was even rumoured that I had recovered. One newspaper states ‘the condition of the critic gives little cause for concern’.  Only then did I hold death’s gaze an dallow myself to sink into his arms.

Roland dances with death, then unwrites his scene title.

22.


A taxi is hurtling out of Paris, into the night.

Ernest
A guingette is a restaurant. The food is simple but very good and there is always music and dancing.

David
Have you been to La Mer?

Ernest
Uh, no, I prefer what the American call “classier” establishments.

David
I really can’t thank you enough.

Ernest
Don’t worry.


Pause.


Really. I’m sure he’s going to be okay.

David
I was just remembering.

Ernest
Yeah?

David
My father’s got an illness. It’s why I’m so worried about him. Driving and everything.
Ernest
I’m sorry.

David
No. We’ve known for a long time.

Ernest
Cancer?

David
No, Huntington’s.

Taxi driver
Sans blague?

David
It’s driving at night, like this. It’s famous, the way he discovered it. George Huntington.


He was driving with his father through a wood on Long Island. 


And it’s dark, the sky is dark blue with high trees silhouetted against it.


And they turn a wide sweeping bend in the road


And the car headlights catch something in their beams.


It’s two women


A mother and daughter


Tall, thin, cadaverous


And they’re both twitching, grimacing, bowing


Huntington was terrified.


What were they doing?


What did it mean?
Ernest
What did it mean?

David
He found that this disease was localized to this particular area. He identified it as a specific, inherited disorder.

Ernest
Inherited?

David
Well yes.

Taxi driver
Merde alors!

David
I have a 50% chance of having it.

Taxi driver
Putain de merde!

Ernest
Can you find out?

David
Of course. At any point I could just take a swab, a blood sample, a scraping of cheek cells. It’s a mutation, a kind of obsessive repetition of one base sequence near the top of chromosome 4. It’s easy to check.

Ernest
And have you?

David
No.

Ernest
Why not?


Pause.

David
The number of times this base sequence, this codon, the number of times it repeats determines when the symptoms will appear. In most people it repeats about six to eight times. It can repeat up to 35 times and you won’t be affected. But 36 times and you start producing a protein called Huntingtin. Depending on how much you produce determines when your symptoms will appear. My father’s symptoms started appearing 12 years ago, though he’s been lucky – his muscular coordination is still pretty intact and mentally too – so he probably has 36 repeats but if this mutation is passed on the base sequence lengthens. If he’s passed it on to me I can look in my DNA and find out pretty much to the month when the symptoms would appear and I don’t want to know that. I look at him sometimes and my mother used to say it’s like we lose him for a moment the eyes blank as windows covered in black paper I don’t like to look into his eyes I don’t want to know my future.

Ernest
It’s okay. It’s okay.


The taxi comes to an abrupt halt.

David
We’re here?

Taxi driver
Oui. Guingette La Mer is just over the bridge.

David
Thank you.

Ernest
Good luck.  I’ve got to get back to the delegates.

David
Don’t worry, I’ll be okay.  Look, that’s probably the hire car there.

There is a blue Citroen C2 parked under a tree.


He’s here.


He gets out of the car. Sounds of music, dancing.

Ernest
We’ll be in touch.

David goes.

Taxi driver
Pauvre con.

23.

A Guingette in full swing. Dancing, lights, food. 

David appears. The waiter meets him.

Waiter
Vous avez réservé?

David
No, I’m looking for my father. Is he here?


Le Citron.

Waiter
Ah, le Citroën!

David
Oui!

Waiter
C’est la vôtre? 
David
Mon père (mimes ‘drives’) le citroen. Old man…

Waiter
Oui, oui, oui, le vieux, il était ici, il est entré pour parler avec Jacques.

David
My father…parler avec … Jacques?

Waiter
Jacques. (Checks watch) Plus d’une heure.

David
Oh good, where is he?

Waiter
Suivez-moi.
24.

In the Guingette, David walks in cautiously.

David
Dad?


Excusez-moi.  I’m looking for my father


He’s an old man, about my height, grey hair


The waiter said he was talking with a man called Jacques


Are you Jacques?


Tails off.


Do I know you? 


He takes out the photograph. He is transformed into Jacques.
Jacques
Yes, I remember this photograph. Emma, your mother, took it. She stood just out there, by those trees. 


We were celebrating you.


We invited your parents over to the restaurant, of course, they were our friends. A baby was a good excuse to eat, to drink. Your father had no idea. 


He picked up his fork. 


He tapped his glass.


I wish to propose a toast. 


To our boy 


David.


And I could not help myself, David, I could not stop myself, I turned my head, it was involuntary, it was a kind of accident, I turned to look at your mother. 


My look said: ‘He’s going to be called David?’ 


You have decided on a name? 

Without telling me? 


A name for our child?

And your father saw me. And in that moment I believe he understood.


The picture was you mother’s idea.


She insist.


Your father’s eyes – dark. I do not believe he even look at the camera.


We never saw them again. I heard that they had gone to England. I cannot blame your father for wanting to put miles of earth and water between us. But I missed your mother very much.


Every day I would think about you. 


When I would fish down by the river.


I would think of you.


You’d be four, seven, twelve.


That I would never see your face.


That I would never hear your voice.


He sat here this evening almost in silence.


He’s down by the river now. Go to him.


…I believe this was the last time I look at your mother. 


Jacques becomes David again.

David
The way you sit. It’s the way I sit.


I’ve got your eyes. 


There’s a thing you do with your mouth. I do that.


Once I saw my father in the bathroom


An old body and hairy


Callused hands and his breath


Sometimes his breath—


Did I know then that this wasn’t my body?


I think my mother may have loved you.


I think she may have hated you.


She would want to send you a kiss.


But I don’t know if I can touch you


I don’t think I should see you again.


Maybe when my father’s dead.


He goes.

25


The river bank. Intellectuals at table.


David joins his father.

David
He said I’m sorry 


And I said is that your coat?


And he said I said I’m sorry David 


And I said I heard you 


And he said well it’s true 


And I said you don’t have to apologise 


And he said I should have told you 


And I said well you didn’t, so


And he said I owed it to you 


And I said you owe me nothing you’re not my father.

Pierre

Once in a crowded market my eye was caught by something on a stall and when I turned back to Marie to say look at that or you’ll never guess how much they’re asking she was gone and yes the market was crowded but I was sure she had gone and I walked through the market with our shopping basket pretty full and tears of course in my eyes because it was a sight of something a glimpse that one day we would be separated again It was that kind of feeling that makes you never want to love because the love will end and leave you half a person and later when I told her my fears she said you’re being silly but it left me with a horror of being alone which is to say that I had always been happy to be with her but I was never again happy without her.

David
And he said you worked out the clue then 


And I said call that a clue?


And he said I couldn’t tell you, David


And I said why didn’t you just leave me a fucking note?


And he said I thought you’d probably work it out 


And I said what if I hadn’t picked it up? what if I hadn’t looked inside?


And he said I’m a weak man, David, I let fate decide


And I said “fate!”


And he said I left it to chance


And I said there is no such thing as chance there are just physical processes unfolding in causal sequence.


And he said what about the curse, the family curse?


And I said there is no curse


And then I said you’re the curse


I said You’re a sick old man and you’re the curse

Pierre
Sometimes when we had fellow scientists visiting or if we visited them I would sit next to Marie and just hold her hand in mine did I listen to what they said I can’t say but I remember just the feel of Marie’s cracked hand as I squeezed it with my cracked hand
David
And he said I meant to tell you, you run it over and over in your mind


And he said you think thoughts, think thoughts


And he said I wanted to tell you that you didn’t have this illness


I wanted to tell you that you’d be alright


But I was scared


And he said I’m scared of everything David 


And he said scared of losing my mind scared of losing my son.


And I said it’s late, we better go, dad


And I said if that’s what I still call you


And he said you call me what you like I’ll never never stop calling you my son.

And I said are you going to be okay to drive? 


And I said because we can always get a cab back to town 


And he said I’ll be okay.


And I said okay.


And I said okay then, let’s go.
Pierre
Because not matter what happens to your body no matter about the lesion and the burn and the cracked hand at the end of it to love isn’t it always and everywhere better than not to love?


Rain. Traffic. The stage is cleared, leaving a single chair.


Epilogue


A car. Darkness all around.


David sits in the chair.

David (VO)
By the time we enter Paris, it’s 1.30 in the morning. Approaching a junction just south of the Place de la Nation, the van in front of us is struck sideways by a car that has jumped the lights.


My father stamps hard on the brake and the car skids to the left.


Another car that has lost control hits us head on.


My father who is not wearing a seat belt breaks the windscreen with his face. A thousand stars of glass slice through the interior of the car.


My father is lifted out of his seat and he smashes raggedly through the windscreen. I watch his legs as they break on the steering wheel.


A hundredth of a second follows another hundredth of a second.


My head has been jerked forward by the impact. Something snaps in my neck. It feels like I’ve spilled hot water down my back.


A third car careers into the passenger side. The door buckles pushing my legs together, breaking my right leg and the bone bursts out through the skin. My ribs are crushed and my lungs are punctured.


From somewhere, deep somewhere I remember being told:


In a car crash there are three collisions:


The first is between two cars


The second is between you and your car


The third is between your organs and the walls of your body


It is the third collision that kills you.


But as I die one thought stays with me: 


Do I mourn this man?


My father’s chest hits the bonnet of the car


There are constellations of glass in the air


Droplets of blood from my father’s broken arms and legs


Slowly splashing into my face.


And stars, stars across the sky


I watch this man lying on the bonnet


People staring


Some screaming


I see his blood


Not mine


In my last moments


I decide


I decide to grieve


And beneath a full Paris moon


And that beautiful Paris sky


Broad and ink blue


I grieve my heart out into the night.


Three intellectuals are waltzing.


David observes then joins them. They continue to waltz as the lights fade to black.


END
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