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The action takes place today in a small provincial town.
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A flat with two separate rooms where Olga lives with her mother. There are a lot of flowers. There are flower pots on the floor, on the window sills, on a table and on a chest. There Is a huge date palm in the small room on the right where Aleksey, the lodger, recently moved in. It takes up almost half the space. A bed, a table and small locker with a table lamp on top have also been squeezed into the room. For some unknown reason a picture of Hemingway hangs on the wall. Two doors side by side lead from the corridor into the big room. Only the door on the left is used. The one on the right is blocked. There is a red settee in this room along with a yellow wardrobe, a table, two chairs, a dressing table and a high metal bed with a quilt on it and a pile of pillows. There is a small rug on the wall by the bed with birds of paradise and lassies. There Is no television in the room. There is a door onto 'a balcony from the big room. There are some old chairs, 'lockers, a bed and other rubbish on the balcony. The big room also has a door into a storage area which has been made into a third windowless room. There is a narrow couch in this room. There are shelves along the walls with Jars, cups, scrap books, bits of stone and dried flowers. The walls on the dark room are covered from ceiling to floor with pictures of theatre and cinema artists. A calendar with a very sentimental portrait of the great singer, Alexander Serov, is pinned to the back of the door. There are ripening tomatoes everywhere


on the window sill, under the bed, under the settee and on the chest. The kitchen has a table, a gas stove, chairs, a kitchen cupboard, pots and dishes. There are huge piles of Jars, boxes, packets and bags all over the place, like a railway station. Some herbs have been hung to dry. A string of red peppers hangs overhead the length of the kitchen. There are home made floor coverings in all the rooms. It Is late evening, about eleven. Olga is sitting on a chair, looking down at the floor. Mikhail is stretched out on the settee. He is wearing a vest and tracksuit bottoms.


SILENCE


MIKHAIL. Hasn't this lodger of yours said anything about the disaster, then, huh? You know, I'd've expected these people In the capital would know a bit more than folks round here, hub? Said nothing, hub?


OLGA. No, he hasn't. Today at the hospital, In the queue at the hospital, they were saying that according to Banga the seas would soon part from the oceans and we'd all the drowned ...


MIKHAIL. Banger? What banger?


OLGA. Ban-ga! Ban-ga, I'm telling you! Ban-ga. She's a magician. Lives abroad, OK? Well, then. She said It'll be today, the disaster, the end of the world, or else In two weeks. So there you are, any day now ... Neither of them speaks for a long time. There Is a horrible, deafening cry outside. Olga and Mikhail ignore it.


MIKHAIL. Them going to see the doctor's all liars. Nothing better to do, so off they go to the hospital, wagging their tongues, And you take It all In. Then try It on me ... It's all-crap. Crap, understand? D'you believe It, eh? Do you?


OLGA. Of course I believe It! Of course! How can I not believe it? How? (Pauses) The sooner we're all swept away, or drowned, the better!


MIKHAIL. (After a pause) Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Oh, yes. You're a silly cow. It's a great life, but you listen to you ... There are folk whose lives would make you green! How they live! They can buy wall units, carpets; they've got crystal glass everywhere makes the eyes water. And you just croak, "The sooner the better, the sooner the better." Silly cow. Do you believe in fairies, huh? You don't read books, that's the trouble. But I reads them, I does. Understand? (He laughs) By the way, It's books I've got to thank for everything ... You see, all the dukes and princes in books had lovers! Books learned me that! (Reaching out.) So I've got you, you're mine! (Laughs.) Olga says nothing. Eh, Olgly mug! Take your gas mask off! D'you hear? No, well, who could I tell about my bit on the side they wouldn't believe It, they'd Just laugh! They'd say I was off my head. True, there's something to get hold of ... Good body on you ... Only you need to be learned a lot ... D'you know what lovers get up to In bed? The-ere ... And you don't want to, I have to make you. Well, why don't you say something, eh? Well? (A pause.) Ok, just stand there, go on ... Olga stares at the floor, not moving. All right, so she's got the hump! Come on, have another good cry! (Pause.) So, Is It true, then, there's going to be an earthquake? Eh? Is It true? No, they're lying ... It shouldn't happen, no way It shouldn't ... (He reaches out again.) Oh, I love life! So much to enjoy, It's such fun. I'm so happy! Do you like life, then. or not, eh? Come on, tell me, do you like It, or not? Come on, then, come on.


OLGA. Leave off. It's time you went home. I've had enough of you, enough! You sit here, gibbering, saying whatever comes Into your head. On your way. Mum will be coming back from work soon and she'll start swearing because we're wasting light.


MIKHAIL. Ok, Ok. If she comes, she comes. What's It to me? (Laughs.) Don't rush the client, eh, Olgly, hear?


OLGA. (Shuddering.) My head's splitting.


MIKHAIL. Your head's not you arse. Wrap a bandage round It and lie down. (Laughs.) You understand nothing. No-thing! Stu-u-pid! Stupid cow. You're, a fool. I'm telling you how everything In life's just great, understand? You do a bit of work then relax, few bevies, get your strength back, play around with the women. And then It's back to some work and the pleasure of thinking how you've just had a great time, and how next time will be even better. Brilliant ... Women! Oh, you women! You can figure nothing In life. Don't know what side your bread's buttered. There was an old cow from Oryol, Got In a terrible brawl ... (Laughs.) There won't be any earthquake. There won't be one, and that's all there Is to it. I know. I can tell.


OLGA. I wish the whole bloody lot would just fall down, and soon, quickly, right now ...


SILENCE


MIKHAIL. I'll bring you a present or something soon. Would you like that? A present. I'll pinch something off Irka and give it to you. Want me to buy you some tights? Why don't you speak? Don't you want some tights? Oh, she's got the hump. Ok, Ok. (Pause.) For some reason I'm feeling sorry for you ... Ok, don't sulk. Huh? Do you hear? No? I told you not to sulk ...


OLGA. Misha, listen ... Listen, Misha ...


MIKHAIL. Eh? What?


OLGA. Mishenka ...


MIKHAIL. What?


OLGA. Mishenka ...


MIKHAIL. What?


OLGA. When God comes, he wags his finger at me. He comes In, sits down In the corner, sits there and wags his finger. He looks at me In a bad way. Eh? Misha? Do you hear me, no?


MIKHAIL. You going off your head again? Don't act the goat! Started seeing things again, Is that It?


OLGA. No, Mishenka. He's a little old man with a beard. And fat, very fat. He's real. He Is God. He comes to me here all the time, He wags his finger at me and then goes. Leave me alone, Misha, eh? Leave me alone!


MIKHAIL. What a load of rubbish. Are you not feeling well, or what? Dreaming up nonsense. You seemed all right for a couple of months, happy enough, waiting for It, and now these Ideas you're having, dreaming up codswallop. Is there something I'm missing? What's wrong with you, eh?


OLGA. Misha, I'm telling you, I mean It leave me alone. Ok? Let's pack It In, stay friends, be on good terms. This Isn't going to come to any good, after all, is It? I'm ashamed to bump in to your Irka. And she's pregnant, too. I'm ashamed, I'm sorry for her. And what Is It you and me are playing at? It's not love, after all. You'll not leave Irka, what with two other kids as well. Why did we? It was just boredom. There mustn't be any more. Leave now. Better not show your face again. That's enough! We've got this lodger arrived yesterday. A new one. I don't like to with him here. He's a young specialist, just out of college. He came here from Leningrad to work. Do you understand me, no? That's all, Misha, Go away and don't come back, ok? I won't open the door to you again. That's it. Go. Another cry outside. Olga and Mikhail ignore it again.


MIKHAIL. A lo-odger? And what's this lodger to you? Why are you worried about him? Why Is he so special to you? Your mother makes money out of him, so let her, what's It to you? He can sit there is his own room ... Some kind of pale twit In glasses ...


OLGA. (Getting up.) Enough, I said! We had some fun and that'll do! Don't you come here to me any more. That's all. Don't touch me! I'm not well, do you understand? I'm going for injections, do you understand? Don't touch me, do you understand?


MIKHAIL. You can scream in the morgue. I'll make you scream ... I decide what's what. I do, me, me, me, and not you. I'll give you something to scream about ... I can smash your heads In, yours and your lodger's ... Well? Do you want me to?


OLGA. (Shouting.) Don't you dare! Just you lay a finger on him! Don't you dare!


MIKHAIL. I've got It. I've got It ... What a din ... So I've taught you how to service the blokes, eh? You've decided to go over to the lodger, have some fun and games with him? Is that It? I'm paying the price for teaching you, eh? You backstreet slag, slag, slag ...


OLGA. (Hitting out at Mikhail.) Belt up! Shut It right now! Get out of here, I said, get out, get out, understand?


MIKHAIL. We're not finished talking yet. Carry on and shout some more, shout a bit more ... You can certainly scream. Don't forget I can tell your mother all about you, eh? I will, too, I'll tell her! I'll say to her, you're slaving away for that daughter of yours you think Is ill, eh? You're out there In the evenings tearing tickets In the cinema, but your daughter Isn't sick, no! There's nothing wrong with her! She's so hot for the blokes, you can smell the rubber burning!


OLGA. Get out, you swine. Out, I said.


MIKHAIL. Quite a little tiger. I showed her, and she's started screaming, now I'm paying for it. (He moves towards the door.) You should just be grateful I even took a second look at a bitch like you. What use are you to anyone else? Olgly mug! Have you any idea how many women want me? That many! And what did I do? I picked you! You can say I went and picked you because I was sorry for you, that's why! And because we're neighbors so I didn't have far to go. And her ... twenty-eight, and still getting nowhere. So, I thought, It's not fair. I'll take her, poor Olgly Mug!


OLGA. Go, go, go, go. Get out of here, get out of here. Out, out!


MIKHAIL. (By the door.) I'll tell your mother as well that you dragged me Into bed with you yourself! (Olga pushes Mikhail out; he resists.) What, It wasn't like that? Is that what you'll say? She threw herself at me, almost smothered me. Huh? Wasn't It like that, then, wasn't it?


OLGA. (Holding on to the door.) And I'll just ... I'll just ... I'll tell your Irka! Understand? I'll tell her, I'll tell her!


MIKHAIL. (Holding on to the door.) Just you tell her ... Just tell her, you bitch ... Irka's in the club, she mustn't be upset! Got a bit carried away here, this tick, this lousy bitch! Just try, you shit!


OLGA. I will, I will!


MIKHAIL. Watch out, you shit ... Watch out ... I'll be back tomorrow ... I'll sort you out on your own ... Just try to keep me out ... You try keeping me out and you'll see what happens ... I'll spread tar all over your door ... Just you try, just try!


Olga slams the door shut and leans up against it, breathing heavily. She stands there for a moment, then goes to her room. She wipes away her tears; looks at herself in the mirror; squeezes a pimple on her nose; puts on lipstick. Mikhail Is on the landing. He lights a cigarette. Aleksey arrives, climbing quickly to the landing, carrying a briefcase. Aleksey is a skinny lad with pale eyebrows and glasses. He looks much younger than his 26 years. His dress Is untidy. The landing Is dark. Aleksey bumps face to face into Mikhail.


MIKHAIL. Halt, who goes there ...


ALEKSEY. Family ...


MIKHAIL. It's as dark as a nigger's arse ... Mikhail presses the button on the landing and the light comes on. He stares at Aleksey long and hard.


MIKHAIL. Hi-i-i ... diddle diddle, the cat and the fiddle, the cow jumps under the bull ... (Guffaws.)


ALEKSEY. Good evening.


MIKHAIL. Are you the lodger, then?


ALEKSEY. I expect so. Please may I pass?


MIKHAIL. Stay where you are. Let's get to know each other, have a smoke, chew the cud. We're neighbors, all said and done. Well, then? (A pause.) Where are you from? Leningrad. Come to the plant, eh? That's right. For good? You'll run away before long. And why didn't you get room In the hostel? No vacancies. Going to rent a flat? Loads a money. There's going to be an earthquake soon. Haven't you heard, then?


ALEKSEY. I think I'll go on In. I'm tired.


MIKHAIL. Writing, writing, all day, tired little fingers. Eh? (Laughs.) I'll tell you just to be on the safe side. They won't work you to breaking point here. But then I can break you. What do you want with her? What does she want with you? Do you get my drift, or not?


ALEKSEY. No, I don't. What's the matter?


MIKHAIL. You don't understand ... You will ... You've been warned. Go. Aleksey unlocks the door to the flat and goes In.


Olga, who has been listening behind the door, Jumps aside Into the middle of the corridor. Mikhail stands smoking and then goes to his own flat. His door is opposite.


OLGA. (Joyfully greeting Aleksey) Hello!


ALEKSEY. (Taking off his coat and shoes; reaching for his slippers.) Good evening.


OLGA. Here are your slippers. Why did you bother bringing them with you? We've got lots here spare. As for him, don't you listen to him! He's an odd one. He's not all there. He's a sod.


ALEKSEY. Who is?


OLGA. That one out there. The one who was Just ... on the landing with you. You know, out there on the stairs? I can tell you he's got more than one screw loose ... Aha!


ALEKSEY. That's funny ...


OLGA. Eh? I don't understand.


ALEKSEY. It was funny what you Just said. I'll need to make a note of It.


Aleksey goes to his own room with Olga following. She stops at his door and watches Alesksey remove his Jacket and set some papers out on his table.


OLGA. I've put some apples out for you there. They're very fresh. Just picked ... They're free, mum doesn't know. They grow In our plot ...


ALEKSEY. Oh, why did you do It without asking ... No, no, I won't eat any. Thank you.


OLGA. Go on, have them, have them. She won't find out! I'll say that I ate them! Nothing to worry about, have them, don't be afraid, have them!


Aleksey writes something on a piece of paper, takes an apple and bites Into It.


ALEKSEY. " ...more than one screw loose." Do you have your own dacha?


OLGA. Oh, It's not much of a dacha! It's really Just a small vegetable plot, outside town. It's not far, very close In fact. There are three apple trees with apples on, cucumbers, tomatoes, cherries and peppers. Everything's close together round here. It's a small little town. You've seen It for yourself, now. They say there's so many thousand living here. But I reckon there are about thirty people all told. When I'm out walking I see the same old mugs every day. What I mean Is, we haven't many people here.


ALEKSEY. But the factory's big. Just huge. A lot of people work there.


OLGA. You mean at the chemical works? Oh yes, there are a lot. The whole town works there. They crawl out like cockroaches every morning and slink off to the factory. It's like the town was just a sleeping bag for us. I was supposed to go and work there, too. Nowhere else to go. But there you are, I got sick.


ALEKSEY. Sick?


OLGA. (Laughs.) It's not catching, not catching! You carry on eating! Eat, eat! You eat the apples. Don't worry, I gave them a good wash. Yes, I'm not well, you know. I've been sitting at home for ten years now. I finished school and went off to work. So I worked a bit, a week here, a week there, but then back home and that was that. I was done for. I worked at the chemical plant too, so I did. It was too much. I couldn't take It. I can work here at home, but not there. I Just don't want to do anything. I could spend my whole life sleeping all day. (She smiles and reaches out to Aleksey.) That's the sort of person I am!


ALEKSEY. You're not saying that means you're sick?


OLGA. Sick! (Happily.). And how! The doctors say I'm sick. They give me jabs, that means I'm sick. They didn't want to give me them, but mum went to see them and shouted at them. Then they began to treat me. My mum's such a' fighter, but you've probably already noticed, eh? The place she works, there's a lot of trouble, so she has to be. She tears the tickets In the cinema. She's the envy of every woman In town because she's got such a good job. It's the best work of the lot for a woman In our town. The money's good. And there's no carrying to be done. That's why she's a fighter. Don't you stick your finger In her mouth, she'll bite It off. You just try, go on, try she'll bite it off.


ALEKSEY. (Holding his hand behind his back.) Ah, no, I don't think I will.


OLGA. (Laughs.) Oh, you are funny! I said that specially. I was only joking! Everybody knows my mum, the whole town. She's as well known here as a filmstar. She knows everything. All the news. Right, she says, there's going to be a disaster soon. We'll all be buried alive, or we'll drown. It's true, isn't It?


ALEKSEY. It's rubbish. Surely you don't believe It?


OLGA. Oh, I do. I believe It, I do. We've all of us got such a life, you see, It must all end somehow or other? So there you are then. It can't all end well. No, It can't.


ALEKSEY. What? Life? So what? It's the same for us all. I reckon everything's ok. Even brilliant. So It should be for everyone. This Is a great little town. A bit on the small side, true, but very nice. Quite nice, uh?


OLGA. Nice? Uh-huh. Well, yes. Of course It's nice. I'm sure it's nice. You're right, It's nice. Since you like It, ok, that's how It is. And you're right. What was I going on about, eh? (Laughs.) We live a go-oo-ood li-i-fe. Look, there are st-a-a-t-u-es In the pa-a-rk.


ALEKSEY. Statues?


OLGA. Oh, yes. You know, I used to think It meant they'd buried someone and made a statue, then coloured It gold and put It up where the grave was. There are lots of them there. You should go and have a look ... There are some holding oars and some holding books. White ones and gold ones. I used to think they were dead people. Dead, people painted. But It turned out they'd painted them just to look nice ...


ALEKSEY. I'll certainly go and look.


OLGA. Oh, we have all sorts of entertainments here! For instance we've got some midgets coming to the club tomorrow to put on a show. I bought two tickets. Let's go, eh?


ALEKSEY. Br-r-r-r. To look at some cripples? You should be ashamed of yourself. Thank you very much Indeed. I wouldn't go for anything.


OLGA. I don't think I understand. I said It's a show, a very good one.


ALEKSEY. You'll have to excuse me. I'm tired out after work. I was there late today, sorting matters out. There's nothing for It, It's that sort of job. Managing people Isn't easy. It's such a position of trust ... You have to live up to It. There's very little time left before bed. If you don't mind, I'd like to get some work done?


OLGA. Get some work done? But, look, haven't you just got back from work?


ALEKSEY. Well, what I mean is, I want to sit here for a bit, do some scribbling. According to my timetable, I'm supposed to get four pages written today. Do you follow?


OLGA. I've got you! Go ahead and write!


ALEKSEY. I need to be on my own ...


OLGA. I won't get In your way. I'll just sit here for a bit, that's all. Go ahead and write! (Sits down on the bed and swings her feet.) It's very Interesting talking to you. Is It really true you know there's going to be an earthquake?


ALEKSEY. No, I didn't say that. I don't know anything. I don't.


OLGA. Well, I think, If our lodger says there's going to be an earthquake, It means there will be. Because I know you're very, very clever. I knew that straight away. So there will be one, eh?


Another cry from outside. A wild, horrifying cry which echoes around the town.


ALEKSEY. (Startled, goes to the window and looks out.) Good Lord, what on earth is that? How can you put up with It? The same thing happened yesterday ... It's horrible, simply dreadful.


OLGA. Oh, give over! Don't take any notice. We've had this all our lives. We call it the 'Tchaikovsky Symphony. Either It's people just larking about, or they're really cutting someone up. God knows ...


ALEKSEY. Maybe we should tell the police, ring them? Let them come and sort It out, uh?


OLGA. Oh, what police? You won't find them anywhere near here. And there's nowhere for us to ring from. There's no phones. And there's no need, really and truly. We'd Just be disturbing people for nothing at all. Just think, the police! They're on duty, you see. They've got criminals to catch. Why .bother them? (Laughs.) I think they're yelling Just for the sake of It. Having fun. Cures the boredom.


ALEKSEY. (Looking outside.) Surely nobody could cry like that from boredom? It was as If someone was being attacked, killed ...


OLGA. You can cry from boredom lots of other ways as well. You can hear folk yelling a lot worse than that from boredom. Yes, you can ... (Pause.) On the whole, there's no need to be bored here. We have a great time here. You'll get to like It. There's a cinema. And a club as well. With big columns, like this! And when we were kids, we even saw a flying saucer. Like this It was! Yes! Yes! Yes! It was, too! Everyone was so scared. Right here, above the next building. Me, my sister and mum. We saw It! My sister, Inna, doesn't remember It at all, now, and mum doesn't remember It either, for some reason. But I haven't forgotten, no way!


ALEKSEY. Really? A saucer? You saw one? No, It can't be true. (Rearranges the papers on the table. Writes something.)


OLGA. What do you mean! We saw it! We saw it! The saucer! Oh, yes, a white one. Huge, enormous. Above that building over there. I was waking up, about five In the morning, It's autumn already. Mum's standing in front of the window in her nightdress. Well, beside the window. She stands there and yells at the top of her voice: "Oh, Lord save us, It's the end of the world. Oh, Lord save us, the end has come. The end of the world, the end of the world!!!"


Aleksey glances at Olga and bends over the table. Olga gets up, goes over to him and looks over his shoulder.


Inna and me are looking out of the window. We run up to mum, and there it is hanging the saucer. Over that building. I'm waking up, five o’clock or thereabouts, and mum Is shouting. How we ra-a-an to her! And there It was, the flying saucer. That was It. (Pause.) Since then I began seeing God and all sorts of pretty pictures ...


ALEKSEY. Wh-a-a-t?


OLGA. (Laughs cheerfully.) Oh, -you don't know! I see pictures all the time, a-ha! (Quickly.) Whenever I come Into a place and Its dark, this old man ^with a beard jumps out at me, a-ha. He sits down and stays there. Sits there and watches. He doesn't frighten me, no. And then I start feeling different music, and pictures and countries. I-start seeing all sorts of different countries, just like In books. Palms like these. Oh, It's lovely, really lovely. But the main thing is the old man. Sitting there.


ALEKSEY. In the dark?


OLGA. A-ha. Aleksey But how do you know that it's ... God? Maybe it's nothing of the kind.


OLGA. I don't know. That's what I call him. But really It's just an old man with a beard, I suspect, and that's all. Long pause. Aleksey studies Olga attentively.


ALEKSEY. I see ... I see ... What a strange one you are, all the same ... You're serious ... God, you say OLGA. A-ha, God!


ALEKSEY. Interesting. I see ... These are delicious apples ... (Laughs.) But ... why don't you go and watch television? (Pause.) There's a thriller on today, I think?


OLGA. Oh, we don't have a television. Mum. gets radiation from It, so we haven't bought one. We did have one before, and sold It. Because mum gets radiation from it. They told her at work that the radiation was from the television.


ALEKSEY. How come?


OLGA. I don't know. Mum said she couldn't sleep. The television's giving me radiation, she said. So we sold It.


ALEKSEY. Well, you could have put It In the kitchen, surely, or the other room. In here, say? Didn't you try it?


OLGA. We tried It! It was all we could try! It was still radiating. Mum used to say, it was coming through the walls.


ALEKSEY. What was?


OLGA. I don't know. The radiation, I suppose,


ALEKSEY. Through the walls?


OLGA. Well, yes. Radiation's very bad for you. You get all sorts of illnesses from It, Mum says so. That's what they told her at work. You can even, they said, go bald from radiation.


ALEKSEY. From television?


OLGA. Well, yes, from television. You mean, you didn't know. That's something. And you say you're an educated man,., How can you possibly not know that? Everyone in our town knows It. Everyone's getting radiated, but they all want to watch television just the same. All our troubles come from the television, from the rays Its got. Even when it's switched off, do you know, you get these rays coming out that the eyes can't see and they hit you. Yes! No kidding! Mind you, It's true I sneaked off so mum wouldn't know and went to Irka's, that's our neighbour, to watch "Isaura's Slave Girl". That was a lovely picture. I just cried from start to finish. I felt so sorry for her, the slave. Such a, you know, proper woman, cultured and Intelligent. How unfortunate she was. O-o-o! Well, I didn't go for long. I wasn't radiated much, so that was all right ... There you are.


ALEKSEY. Yes ... Interesting ... Very Interesting ...


OLGA. Do you mind if I ask you something, mister ...?


ALEKSEY. We're on first name terms, I think? Come on, we're almost the same age, after all. Call me Aleksey.


OLGA. Yes, I will, ok. Can I ask you then? Let's go to my room, the big one there, eh? It's started to pong here now.


ALEKSEY. Ye-es, it's true, there Is a slight smell ... (Surprised.) What Is It?


OLGA. Well, that's the trouble with this town. It causes such grief, When the wind comes from the battery hen farm, It smells of one thing. And when If begins to blow from the coke purification works, It smells of something else, And we've got this flat here that the windows point at the battery hen farm, these ones, yours, or else, that's the others, at the works. The coke purification works, that Is. There's always a pong from one or the other. Right now the smell's started up from the battery hen farm, Let's go to the other room, eh? Mum says it does you good to breath that air, but I think It's horrible. Come on, eh? I've got my scrapbook there, and photo-album ...


ALEKSEY. Well, ok. Fine, let's go. (Gets up From the table.) Only not for long, I hope. Maybe I should close the window here?


OLGA. No, don't. There's no point. The pong comes through the cracks. It gets even stronger. It'll clear Itself up and go away later. Come on ...


ALEKSEY. Only not for long.


OLGA. No, no! Not for long. We'll be quick. You know, there was something else I wanted to say to you.


They go out Into the corridor. Olga inches ahead backwards, showing Aleksey the way. They enter the big room. Sit down.


Here, on the couch, a-ha. Don't worry, you won't mark It. There's covers down ... Mum sews the covers for the furniture herself, What I wanted to say was ... About God and about my mother.


ALEKSEY. What? What?


OLGA. (Laughing.) No, you've got me wrong! You are funny! I wanted to tell you about the time I was a kid and Inna told me ...


Olga goes quickly to the dark room where she takes a scrapbook. from a shelf and returns to Aleksey. She sits down and begins to leaf through the scrapbook feverishly. She looks up at Aleksey who is sitting on the couch looking round the room.


ALEKSEY. What a lot of flowers you have, and flower pots ... a sea of them!


OLGA. A-ha! I plant those. Little cacti, all sorts of flowers. And mum plants some too. Plant breeding. We're really Into plant breeding. (Laughs.) Right, then. Listen to what Inna told me. Mum used to thump Inna, thump her and she would cry and say to me, "Olga, our mum's a bad one, very bad. She's old and wicked, Do you know," she says, "she's so old, she even hammered the nails Into Christ's hands on the Cross."


ALEKSEY. What gibberish.


OLGA. A-ha. She says, "This here little finger she nailed to the Cross ...


Olga takes Aleksey's hand and siezes his little finger. He draws his hand away In alarm.


Mum used to tell me a lot about God. She tried to teach me how to pray, but I never learnt anything. Then later, when Inna was telling me that, my opinion of mum was, "What a rotten cow, covering up what she really thinks of God like that! She was the one hammering the nails through his hands, but look at the fast one she's trying to pull now, making as If she's praying to him and teaching me how to pray ..." And then I'd remember that Inna had told me something else about mum. I'd remember how mum had spent her whole life without a man because our dad died a long time ago. I'd remember something else, more memories ... And I'd begin to -feel so, so sorry for mum. I don't even know why ... (Laughs.) And I'm sorry for Inna. She's had a miserable time. Her man drowned, no children, She often gets drunk. There's nothing else for her to do, Everybody swears at her. I feel so sorry for them all, so sorry, d'you know? I wouldn't harm a fly look at how many of them there are. They're living things, after all, aren't they? It's a shame. It's not fair on any of us. Sometimes you think: would it be better If we were all buried alive, or drowned like kittens, would it? So we wouldn't suffer. Sometimes my heart just breaks, I'm so sorry for everybody. I keep complaining and complaining to God. It's a shame for every single one. You don't know why that is, eh?


A LONG PAUSE


Aleksey sits on the couch with his hands on his knees. He smiles and looks at Olga.


ALEKSEY. What a strange one you are ... You're just amazing ...


OLGA. Really?


ALEKSEY. I've never met anyone like It ... So strange ... It's curious ... (Pause.) You're telling me terrible things ... Absolutely terrible ... First about midgets, then about Christ, then about God coming and sitting ... Then about some kind of flying saucers. It's just like being a child again: there was an dark, dark house, with a dark, dark wizard ...


OLGA. (Laughs.) And he comes out and says, "Give me back my heart!"


There is a heart-rending cry outside. Aleksey shudders. They are both silent for a bit, then burst out laughing.


OLGA. Here. Write something for me In this. To remember you by. (She holds her scrapbook out to Aleksey.)


ALEKSEY. I don't know what to write. (He takes the scrapbook and, placing it on his lap, leafs through it.)


OLGA. Yes, you do, you do. Of course you do. Have a good think! "Penned not by a writer, penned not by a poet. Penned by a beauty just twenty years old," I thought of that myself, made It up In my head. When I was twenty. And now how many years have passed. Do you see this page here?


ALEKSEY. Well?


OLGA. Write here what you think's the most important thing. What does It say at the top of the page?


ALEKSEY. "Open your heart, tell your secret. Now write here, who you love most." You spell "heart" with an "e" ...


OLGA. (Laughs.) Come on, write something down. Don't be afraid. This Is a secret page. I'll seal it up later. In fact, I've never shown this scrapbook to anyone before. You're the first. Nobody's going to read It. Are you going to write something, then?


ALEKSEY. (Adjusting his glasses.) I don' t love anyone ...


OLGA. (Quietly.) That's not true ... It's not true ... You do love ... I can see in your eyes you love ... There are empty eyes < everywhere, but not yours ... You love, you love, you love ...


ALEKSEY. Tell me, why have you got two doors here in the room?


OLGA. Well, mum says they did that so it would be easy to carry out a corpse, so they could turn the coffin round ...


ALEKSEY. Where does this door go? Is there another room here?


Aleksey gets up and opens the door which leads to a dark room. Olga Jumps up and points.


OLGA. A-ha. That's my room, When the pictures come to me at night, I talk and even shout in my sleep. So mum came up with the idea of putting me in here. So as not to disturb the others. I like It here. Look, there are actors all round the walls, see? I've seen all the films In the cinema, every single one, some of them lots of times, even ... I don't have to pay, you see! Sometimes I light a candle here. Mum gets annoyed, says I'll burn the house down ...


They go into the dark room and stand side by side. Olga sits down on the small couch and looks up at Aleksey.


ALEKSEY. You're lucky. It's a nice room. Lucky. The main thing Is you've a chance to escape and hide from everyone. I envy you. ".


OLGA. Oh, don't envy me! I've got such an awful life ... (Pause.) And mum only takes men into the flat. She wants to marry me off quickly. So we can get to know them, the men. (Laughs.) Inna needs a husband as well, and so do 1. I must have a little baby to cuddle. I so much want to have a little baby. So much, so much! I' II cuddle him and fondle him and bathe him ... Ye-es ... Mum won't let me have a kitten, she says It would stink ... But I'd cuddle a kitten If I had one ... Ye-es ... Trouble Is, none of them stay here long. They can't wait to leave our town. They don't like it here ... And here am I thinking, if only someone would take me away. I'd be ready to wash his feet and do anything, anything at all! Bear his children!


ALEKSEY. I'm going ...


OLGA. Wait, Alyosha ... Wait a bit ... I need to ... (Olga runs quickly Into the corridor on tiptoe, tries the main door and runs back.) Wait, Alyosha ... Tell me, am I really so ugly? Or are they making It all up? Yes? Am I awful? Is It true? Tell me the truth,


Olga comes right up close to Aleksey, who sits down on the couch.


ALEKSEY. What makes you think you're ugly? You've got such a vast spiritual world ... (Pause.) You're not at all awful ... You're quite normal ... Pretty, even ... I'm going now. That's enough. Good night.


OLGA. Well, there you are! There you are! You said It! You said It! I knew they were all lying. I knew It. I knew It.


ALEKSEY. Who? (He Is trying to leave the dark room. Olga Is standing In his way.)


OLGA. Those boys! This one next door as well who says I've got a nose like a fried potato. They say I'm Olgly Mug! The Idiots dreamed up a nickname! But what It means I don't even know myself! They're lying, a-ha, Alyosha? After all I'm not at all an Olgly Mug, I'm nothing like It? No? You just said to me right now that I've got this ... what is it ... very big ... Didn't you?


ALEKSEY. Yes, I did,


OLGA. Well, then! I'm a beauty! I'm a great beauty! And they don't know what they're talking about! It's not true! I'm so kind, I love everybody. I feel sorry for everybody! I'm very beautiful! I used to get undressed and look at myself In the mirror while mum was out. A face to launch a thousand ships, mum says to me! You see! She says that I'm a rag doll! A beauty, she says! I've got a beautiful body! Here It Is, Alyoshenka, Alyosha, Aleksey, here ...


Olga hurriedly begins to undo the buttons of her housedress. A long, alarming ring of the doorbell.


(Weeping.) Oh my Go-o-od.


Aleksey springs up from the corner of the couch, rushes into the big room, knocking over a number of flower pots and trampling the flowers. He runs to his own room and slams the door shut. He leans up against the door, then rushes to the table and begins writing something feverishly. He stands up, straightens the portrait of Hemingway, takes It down, tries It In a new position, then puts it back where it was. He writes something quickly. Olga shakes her head, showering tears about. She gets up. She goes to the door because the bell Is ringing and ringing.


OLGA. Who's there? I told you not to come back! Didn't hear me first time? Want me to tell you again? No? Well, what do you want, eh?


INNA. (Behind the door.) Let me In, you pest. Have you gone deaf, or what?


OLGA. Inna, Is it you?


INNA. Who else can It be? Who needs you apart from me? Open the door or I'll take It off Its hinges ... Cow!


Olga opens the door to Inna. She is 35, wearing a dirty white raincoat. Her lips are smudged with lipstick. A woman who, so to speak, has been about a bit. At this moment she's had one too many.


OLGA. What's up with you then? Why have you come back so late? Walking around frightening people ... I was asleep already. Mum's not home. What do you want? Haven't you a place of your own that. you come round disturbing people in the middle of the night, well? Inna stands in the corridor adopting the pose of a model dummy. She throws an orange scarf round her neck.


INNA. (Loudly.) Inna Zaytseva! Soviet Union! First time without a muzzle! (Joyfully.) Olya, I've come to say goodbye. To you, my dear sister! And to mummy. They say tonight the whole lot will fall down. We'll all be buried, Let's say goodbye like human beings. Why not, although you're a couple of bitches, real skunks! (She takes a bottle of cheap wine from her bag.) Well, what are you staring at? A-ha. Because I've brought some more. Well, how can you not have a good drink, Olya. My dear, dear, kind sister, how? How? (Weeping, she embraces Olga.) They said today that tonight we'd all be fu ... Well, curtains, that Is, understand? This Is it, Olya, the last time! (Sobbing.) .My darling! Forgive me for doing you wrong! But you've always been a proper stinker yourself! And your mother! I mean, ours! But today we've got to forgive each other all our sins, uh? Come on, ok?


OLGA. Who told you?


INNA. They said It on the radio. Just now. This Is It. The end. They say Levitan announced It: "Prepare yourselves, comrades, Our planet Is about to collide with another. Please remain calm ..."


OLGA. What do you mean, calm? What rubbish Is this? Who told you this?


INNA. I heard It myself, Olya! I switched on the radio. Levitan Is making an announcement: We've had to Interrupt the concert, he says! Well, I Just set about getting a skinful for the last time In my life. If we've got to die, .what's the difference? Well at least It won't be so terrible, I went and borrowed some money and bought some bottles of plonk. But I remembered you and mum. I decided to come round. My dear ones! (Weeping.) The end of the world Is nigh! Just as the Bible said, so It Is, that's what's happened! You see, they were saying It, they were all saying It: prepare. And we Idiots didn't listen, wouldn't believe In God, bugger It! This Is It, Olyenka. Tonight It's the end for all of us! This Is It, Olya! (With gravity.) Maybe we should go to the shelter?


OLGA. (Distressed.) What shelter, where?


INNA. (After a pause.) Well, what about It? D'you think I'm just going to stand here, a-ha? You're stood there right In my way like a border guard! Let me through! Inna takes off her raincoat and pushes past Olga. She-goes through to the kitchen, examines the plant pots and checks the pans on the stove. She places the bottle on the table. Why Is It I hear nothing from you? Am I not your own sister? You don't want to know me? Is that it?


OLGA. Don't start.


INNA. So, so. Where's mum? At work?


OLGA. You're pissed again ...


INNA. And you're sober again! Don't come the young madam with me ... Standing there, watching, sheesh!


Inna reaches for a cigarette and moves towards, Aleksey's room. Olga blocks her way.


INNA. Let me through, ok?


OLGA. Stay here. He's working.


INNA. Oh, who's he working on in there, then? (She pushes Olga aside and knocks.) Knock-knock!


ALEKSEY. (In a high voice.) Who's there. (Clears his throat.)


INNA. A glass of wine. Can I come In? Aleksey Jumps up, gathers up the papers on which he has been writing and looks at Inna In fright. Give me a light, young man. I've looked everywhere drawn a blank. I don't understand what's going on. Can't you buy matches now, for heaven's sake. For the end of the world, a-ha? It Just shows you can't rely on anything ... You go to such lengths to get matches. It's just a nightmare! (She looks at Aleksey and smiles.) You're so young.


ALEKSEY. (Lighting a match.) Please.


INNA. What's upset you so?


ALEKSEY. What do you mean? Nothing at all.


INNA. Your hands are shaking. (Pause.) We had a lodger here before you. And I was always begging a light from him. He was such a swine. He'd say, "I haven't got any matches, only one, and Its damp ..." (She brings the palm of her hand to her mouth.) Excuse me, excuse me! He left In a hurry. They all leave. But you're not going to run away from us! No-o! They've just said on the radio that we're all done for, Levitan said so.


ALEKSEY. Who said so? What Levitan?


INNA. The only, the real one. The one who announced the war.


ALEKSEY. He's long dead.


INNA. Oh sure, he's dead! What do you mean? He's alive! Alive and kicking' I heard him myself. This Is it. The end of the world, See, we wouldn't believe In God, and, and now we say It ourselves on the radio. So that's how It Is. Well? Tell me, who are you, what are you, young man?


ALEKSEY. And what about you, who are you? I don't know.


INNA. Oh, excuse me. Quite forgot myself! I haven't Introduced myself! I am Inna! The sister of this one ... Olga, that Is, I used to live here. Then I got married. Didn't work out. My husband copped it. Drowned himself drunk. I've got a room across the river. I work on the building site. Plasterer. That's my life story


just for you! (Laughs.) Well? Why are we standing?


ALEKSEY. I, I don't know ...


INNA. Let's get set. Straight to bed. Tales untold. No holds barred. (Brings the palm of her hand to her mouth.) Excuse me. The young lad's even blushing. The Innocent, wears glasses even ... (Laughs.) Let's go and have a drink! For old time's sake, the very last time. Soon It'll all collapse, and everything with It. We're all done for. So we've got to get sozzled. Or else It's just boring. Let's get to know each other, eh? Let's go?


ALEKSEY. (After a pause, sighs.) Let's go.


INNA. Well done, lad. We'll sort It out over a bottle, who does what to whom. They go out Into the corridor. Olga has been standing by the door and has heard everything. Well, what are you looking at, cunt? (Brings the palm of her hand to her mouth.) Excuse me, she's family. It's a term of endearment. Come on, have a drink with us? Are you sick or something? Sick. So you need some medicine! Come on. Oh, what are you trying to make of yourself. What are you looking daggers at me for? So we've got a new lodger. So I'm supposed to get to know him better, have a chat, ok? Well, who am I to talk to else? He's going to tell me about far away places, seel Set the table. Stop staring like you were blind!


Olga goes to the kitchen followed by Inna and Aleksey. Olga lays glasses and light snacks on the table.


INNA. This Is my little sister, my own blood. My dearest sister. Why on earth are you made up like that, like a tart? Oh, these flies, these flies, these flies, what a lot of them you've got here! It's no place, fuck it, for cultured people. (Brings the palm of her hand to her mouth.) Pardon me. Make sure you serve up the files separately, then the meatballs. Take a seat, Lyosha. (Singing.) "Aleksey, Alyoshenka, so-o-on of mine! As If he could he-e-ar her ...!" Yes, I know your name, I do, I do, I know It. Here In our village everyone knows everything. (Singing again.) "That's how we li-i-ive! We don't expect peace ...!" We fight and we fight and then In the evening we drink to forget It! Come on! Farewell, my friends! (Sings.) "Don't rub salt Into my wounds!" Inna pours the wine and they all down a glassful. After a pause Inna looks at Aleksey expectantly and smirks. Well then, come on.


ALEKSEY. What do you mean?


INNA. Go on, tell us something!


ALEKSEY. Tell you about what?


INNA. Well, give us a speech.


ALEKSEY. What speech? I


INNA. Give us a break! Tell us about far off countries. What sort of life they have there, how they dress, what they eat, what cars they drive ... Well, how they have It off there, that sort of stuff.


OLGA. Inna! Inna!


INNA. (Brings the palm of her hand to her mouth.) Excuse roe, comrades, It Just slipped out. I thought I was with my friends, on the building site of communism. I'm sorry ... Just look at this one! Look, she doesn't like strong language! Well, par-don me, par-don me ... So what, eh? Look, we're on simple terms here. You, Aleksey, you tell me If you can, does it really exist, or not?


ALEKSEY. What exactly?


INNA. Well, you know ... you know, the TV?


ALEKSEY. (Wiping his lips.) I don't follow.


INNA. You know, the TV? (Pause.) You know, what they show on television, all that stuff. Does it exist or not?


ALEKSEY. I don't understand.


INNA. He doesn't understand! Sometimes I watch It, you know, the television and think: well, yes, It can't be true that all that, all this lovely stuff actually exists somewhere! I can't believe It! I think to myself that It's quite simple, they've just made a pretty film and made everything up, used their Imagination. Then they went and added music to It, misty music, to make It all so pretty, I can't believe It! I think to myself, there's nothing in the whole wide world except this bloody hole of ours, Shipilovsk. Have you got me? Nothing and that's that. There's only the four streets In our town Lenin Street, Sverdlov Street, Red Army Street and Excavators' Street and nothing else ... And outside, I mean out of town, you've just got woods, and woods and woods, nothing but woods ... And somewhere out there, there are people'-just sitting there making things up for us, do you follow? To keep us happy, to keep us working at our bloody work, from the dawn and to the dusk, from the dawn and to the dusk, and so that we don't go thinking about, things, do you follow? There's only us here, and that's that! And like clockwork, we rush off In the morning to work our guts out, then It's home, sleep, stuff ourselves, sleep, then back to work and so on: every day God gives, every day God gives, every day God gives, every one, every one ... I'm afraid, you know, even to go away somewhere for a holiday, hah! They tell us on the television: there's beauty and happiness everywhere! But what do you hear people say; that there's robbers everywhere, murders all over the place, they say the same all over, there's even cannibals about. A-ha. You know, they say, they boll people and eat them up. They put people through a mincer and knock out pies from them. Ten kopecks a piece they sell them for on the street. And they only tumble on them, the cannibals, you know, when a piece of human fingernail sticks out of one of the pies because It wasn't minced up, do you follow? Wherever It Is, they say, there's terrible things happening. But I want to live. You know, I want to live to the day I die! I might have a bloody awful life, but I still want to! I want to, do you follow, I want to live! Well, do you get my meaning or not? Well, what I've just said just now, did you understand It or not? Did you?


ALEKSEY. I don't understand ... What I mean Is, I understand, but not all of It ...


INNA. A-ha. Well, I know what I'm saying, That's a fact. So you don't understand. And you won't. What a bugger, eh? My tongue just won't say everything I'm thinking. So better If you tell me this: Is Moscow still standing or not? Maybe it's fallen Into a hole in the ground, eh?


ALEKSEY. Moscow? Moscow's still erect. And Leningrad Is as well ...


INNA. There you are then. Erections In Moscow, erections In Leningrad, but no erections In bloody Shipilovsk! (Sings. "There's a bottle on the table. Come, my dear, let's drink!..")


OLGA. What are you yammering on about? The man's a stranger, what's he going to think of us? Aleksey, don't you take any notice of her. The woman's lost all control of herself, completely lost control. It's Just terrible!


INNA. Ok, you, Olgly Mug ... You're talking shit! Can it!


OLGA. You make a pretty awful picture yourself! What a beauty we have here! ... Just stop that smoking! Don't listen to her, don't listen to her, Aleksey!


INNA. I'm going to land one right In your eye ... (Pause. Brings the palm of her hand to her mouth.) Pardon me, we're discussing this In a family way, all friendly. Sometimes we begin tearing each other's hair out. Cures the boredom. And when mum's here as well, how often have we laid Into each other, Tossed each other from wall to wall. We have a good fight, then a good cry. It's a way of keeping amused, after all. Otherwise the boredom! We're as common as muck, have you got It? You see It all before you. Mum works in the flea pit, collects all the town's gossip. I arse around on a building site. Olga here, has talks with that God of hers from morning to night. We, she's not normal, a bit of an Idiot. You've already gathered, eh? Don't you take any notice of her, got It?


OLGA. I told you to be quiet! Be quiet!


INNA. What's all this, then? We're a peaceful little family. Quite the little nuthouse. (Inna suddenly starts sobbing, beating her head against the wall.) Olya-a-a-a! Alekse-e-e-ey! Come on, let's have a drink! We'll say goodbye, You see, I'd forgotten all about it! My dear little sister! Forgive me! I've been rude to you so many times! We're all going to die, we're all going to be squashed like cockroaches, all of us! And you as well, Aleksey, with the rest of us! And what have you done to deserve this, my dear boy! (Inna draws Alesksey to herself and gives him a voluptuous kiss.)


OLGA. Sit back down! Don't touch him!


ALEKSEY. I'll have a smoke as well, do you mind?


OLGA. Please do, please do. I'll let some air In, Don't stub your cigarettes out in the plant pots! Mum will get annoyed!


INNA. Don't shout, girl. My head's aching as it Is.


Olga opens the window and sits down again.


You see, the whole town says that I'm such and such ... Even mum doesn't let me Into the house without flying off the handle. And me I'm pure as the driven snow.


OLGA. That's enough!


INNA. Look, after my husband died I had maybe one or two men, that few! Ok, they were married, decent sort of. And me a widow. My husband drowned In the river. They still haven't found him. Ten years have gone. But I don't think he was drowned. He had nothing to drink that day, the bastard. I remember. He just ran away from me, that's what I think! He ran away from this life, on his own feet, to Moscow, without saying anything! So what? That's how It is. Well, to come to the point. The whole town knows all there Is to know about my men. Well, how we screwed, and that. (Brings the palm of her hand to her mouth.) Pardon me. Someone's wife came to break my windows. She couldn't reach, I'm on the third floor. And the men that are going round these days. I really must register a complaint with you, since you're a government representative. (Spitting.) What sort of men are they? One just said to me straight out: "I need you, Innochka, to satisfy my animal instincts!" Get It? They don't want children. They're not able. Children come from love. But no-one's capable of love. Take you as well, sitting here. Just. you tell me, do you love anyone or not? You've got nobody either, eh? You're just the same as all the others after all, eh?


OLGA. I told you to shut up!


ALEKSEY. (Sobering up.) No, I do love! Passionately!


INNA. Oh, Is it true? tell us, who?


ALEKSEY. I love ... I love Russian literature!


INNA. (Laughing.) There you are, you see? I told you so! Who is she? Why don't I know her?


ALEKSEY. You have to read books, books! Dear Inna, books! Let's have a drink! We'll all drink together! Hurrah-ah-ah!


INNA. Ok. Here's to your, so to speak, love ... They clink glasses and drink.


ALEKSEY. (Bangs his glass back down on the table; bites Into a tomato; spills some fruit Juice on himself.) So you're still laughing, yes? You're laughing, you're laughing, yes?


INNA. But we're completely serious!


ALEKSEY. (Laughing.) No, you are laughing! You think it's funny, don't you? And after all, I am truly a happy man! Because I do love! To the point that my heart breaks! I go numb from the terror of It! I become speechless!


INNA. Well that's quite something ... How on earth can love make you feel terror? Like, how come, eh? Ok, then, tell us about love, then, eh? Me and Olgly Mug just have to know about love ... Come on, come on ... Listen, Olgly!


ALEKSEY. What can I tell you, girls? What can I tell you? Oh, Is It really possible to say what air Is, what the sun is, or a clear sky, what grass Is like after a shower of rain?! It's Impossible, my dears! Impossible! Unthinkable! He waves his arms about. Olga watches Aleksey enthusiastically, Inna In fright. Girls! I have to Inform you of the following! This Is what: I have been in your town for two days now and I have to tell you honestly, without sparing your feelings, completely truthfully, that, looking at you, I am astonished! I am astonished by the way you live, by your attitude! How can you live like this?! This is all hopeless ... Everything needs to be reconstructed, redistributed, rearranged! And everything will find its proper place! I, of course, will be trying, with all the strength I have, to shake everything up In the town, so-t-hat another kind of life can begin, so that people begin to have other thoughts in their heads! I shall do It, I shall certainly -do It. I've got the strength. I've got lots of strength, and the will! The strength and the will! -Come to your senses, dear people! The whole -town Is drinking! You and me we're doing it, too! Where I'm working, they're all drunk! Or hangover. Why does everyone drink? Why? Surely there are other ways of structuring your life, of organizing It so that there is never a moment which Is unoccupied, wasted, meaningless?! self-improvement Is essential to all of us, all of us, all of us! Each one should set his own goal before him! And march towards It without turning, without being distracted! And the goal set must be vast, clear and significant! It's not material well being, let's say, that we need to strive for ... Well, sort of, a dacha, or a car, or a ... Well, what other such things are there? I don't know! It doesn't matter! So you see. That's not the chief thing, girls! Not that! No, the main thing, as I've already said, is self-im-prove-ment! And what can save you, what will help you is my love. It will save you! My love!


OLGA. That's right! That's right! Oh, what you say is right! Your love! That's right!.,.


INNA. Just wait a minute, you. Let's hear the rest of what he's on about ...


ALEKSEY. But, no, no, no, you have not understood me! Not my actual love, like something that can be measured ... That Is, you'll only be saved by that which I love! That Is, the classics of Russian Literature! Silence.


ALEKSEY. Oh, my dear girls! If only the multi-million masses, the crowd which reads so attentively and holly and with passion, If only -they would read and think over page after page of the great Tolstoy or Dostoyevsky, If every person would ponder upon each of their arguments, each artistic stroke, then our country, our Russia, would grow to take on a formidably, formidably serious greatness, to become a formidably great power! To think them through and get to the meaning of them is, you see, dear girls, the same as becoming like Socrates, do you understand? You have guessed, of course, that these are not my thoughts, they're someone else's, but that Is not Important! I also, I also think like this! The main thing is to force people to read things . again, to ponder, to get at the real meaning, to look at themselves -and their own. lives from outside! That's what! And to do this Is, I think, very simple! And I shall do It, F shall do everything that's in my power. Do you understand? Yes? Do you understand? Silence.


INNA. (Bringing her fist down on the table.) I've got It! I understand everything! Now I understand you! Beat up the yids, save Russia, is that right? That's It, Isn't it? A Pause.


ALEKSEY. (Distractedly.) No, no, that's not It at all ... After all I'm speaking about something else, about something quite different. Surely you must have understood me? I'm speaking of something completely different! About how we all need to read books and think about them, think about our own lives ... Is that a clear way to put it! And to love as well, to love! Do you understand?


OLGA. I've got it! I've got It!


INNA. Get-lt-got-lt-good ... Well, Ok, then, about love, come and tell us about love, Ok?


ALEKSEY. Yes, yes, love! Love Is essential! There are three things that last forever, faith hope and love; but the greatest of them all Is love. That's what It says In the Bible, as, of course, you remember. Love Is everything. Love comes before everything. I will share a terrible secret with you, girls! A terrible, terrible secret! ...


INNA. Oh, don't frighten us, please don't ... You're not that, like In the paper, what was he ...?


OLGA. Shut up, you. Can't you see?


ALEKSEY. No, no, I'm speaking about something quite different! This Is a great secret! I have a goal In life, I am obliged to tell you! Yes, yes! I am writing a vast novel! Enormous in its Inspiration, In its philosophy, in its compass! E-nor-mous! Monstrously enormous. It will shake up everything and everybody! It's going to change people. It's going to reconstruct us all! It will shake things up! Force us to think! You will all be different after you've read it! I've been working on It for many years now, denying myself a private life In order to make my novel real and great, do you understand? I'll be right back! I'll read the latest chapter to you! Give me a second! Just one second! Aleksey runs off to his room and rifles through some papers ...


INNA. What goes on In that head of his? ... And to look at you wouldn't notice. Such a skinny thing. A boy In glasses. I haven't had one In glasses yet. Didn't he sober up fast, and come on with all this, let's do this, let's say that ... Mind you, did you understand any of it?


OLGA. (Heatedly.) I understood everything!


INNA. Oh, you're lying, my clever one ... Come on sister, let's have a sing-song. D'you remember how you and me used to sing together in-the evenings? How about a song? The soul yearns for a song, eh? Inna starts singing and Is In tears from the first line. Far beyond the river fires were bu-u-u-urning A fiery sunset in the sky-y-y-y A hundred youthful warrio-o-o-rs From Budyonny's fo-o-o-orces Galloped off to check the fields ... Aleksey runs In. Inna waves at him with both hands and tries to carry on singing, but he Interrupts her.


ALEKSEY. Right away, right away ... Girls, I've found the place!


INNA. We want to finish our song!


ALEKSEY. No, no, we must do this quickly before I change my mind! I usually never, never read to anybody ... (Leafs through the pages feverishly.)


INNA. (Acidly, looking at Olga.) Maybe a few jokes would be better, eh? Some stories and a bit of gossip? You haven't got any written down there by any chance? Come on, shall I go first? Some cow told me this on the bus: three women together, one says to the other, "How come my Vaska's got cold balls?"


OLGA. Oh, be quiet, cut It out. You're In the man's way, driveling on like that!


INNA. (Not listening to Olga.) So, where was 1. Then the second one says, "And my Petya's got cold balls as well!" But the third one says nothing. Next day, the same three again but the third one's all covered In bruises. She says, "I went home to my husband, gave him a feel and said, 'Vasya's got cold ones and so has Petya, but yours are warm ...'."


ALEKSEY. No, no, stop that! What is that you're saying? Just a minute! Please, later! That's for later! Listen, listen to me! Come on now! And so!!! Aleksey gets up and, throwing his arms wide, is about to start reading- Suddenly there is knocking on the kitchen wall. Flat, strong blows mixed with shouts and screams.


INNA. (Listening to the wall, Jumps up.) I told you so! I told you! They said It on the radio!!!! And you thought he was dead, dead! He's alive! All-l-i-ve! Now it's going to start! Thank you, God! Thank you, God! It's started! The earthquake! The catastrophe! The end of the world! Hurrah! We've lived to see It. We've lived to see the day! Hurrah! We've lived to see It. At long, long last. Hurrah-ah-ah. Hurrah. Hurrah. A pause. Screams from the next door flat. The noise of a fight. Blows against the wall. A woman's voice: "Help me somebody. Murder! Guards! Help me! Save me! Ah! Oh! God almighty! Help me! Gua-a-ards! ..."


OLGA. Sit down. Sit down, will you. Some earthquake ...


INNA. (Listens to the noise, then lets out a bitter sigh and sits down.) Just a little mistake ... It turns out to be just the Tchaikovsky symphony and there was I thinking we'd all copped It ... It's a pity. God doesn't heed my prayers.


ALEKSEY. Listen, what Is that? What's going on? What's happening? I don't understand. Why is that? What? What? What's happening?


INNA. Oh, sit down, child. Everything's all right there. Mishka and Irka are having a fight ... Our dear neighbours. Leave them be. Sit down. Let's have some jokes! The sounds of a terrible fight continue from next door and from the landing. Children are heard shouting and crying. A woman's voice: "Leave them alone. Don't touch the kids. Get out. Bastard. Ah! Help. Pig. Give that back. Help. Murder. Sa-a-a-ve me-e-e! Police! Anybody!


ALEKSEY. (Looking round helplessly) Well, what is this? What are we doing sitting here? The police must be called ... He'll kill her. Why are you just sitting there, why?


INNA. And what can we do? Take our pants off and run. What business Is It of ours? Let them knock spots off each other. Put a husband and wife together and all hell breaks loose. Well, It's going to be a long one, now. All night. And what sort of love was It, Lyosha, would you say? You were telling us all about love just now, eh? Well, they had their love going all right, awful It was. The terror of It, like you said. They were numbed by It. Walking about hand In hand, kissing up the close. But that was just ... that was. just for show. A couple of bleeding artists. What's love got to do with It? Where are you going to find It? Just in the cinema ...


OLGA. (Looking at Aleksey in fright.) Come one, let's have another drink ...


INNA. (Shouting') A drink and a song! (Singing.) "Bright sunny day. Germans all around. Up got Hitler to scout about."


ALEKSEY. How can you just sit there? How can you? We've got to help her. There's a woman being beaten up in there. Call the police. Immediately, do you hear? Well?


INNA. You're not in Chicago, my dear. We've got a different system here. The sound all carries one way. (Yawns.) We're a fine bunch. Olga, I like that housecoat of yours. It doesn't stain easily,.. Sickening cries come through the wall.


ALEKSEY. Walt, wait a second. Just a minute. Sit here ... I'll sort It out. A man should, must act! Otherwise the chain of events will lead him ... (He goes quickly to the door, but Olga grabs him.)


OLGA. (Shouting.) Don't go! He'll kill you! Don't go! No!


Aleksey tears himself away from Olga, opens the door onto the landing and knocks rapidly on the neighboring door.


INNA. (In the kitchen, smoking.) Christ, I'm fed up with all this ... I really don't want to go on living ... Christ!!! (She starts weeping.)


MIKHAIL. comes out onto the landing.


ALEKSEY. Listen! What are you doing? Aren't you ashamed? Hitting a woman


that's dreadful. Come to your senses. Shame! It's not on. What's the matter with you? Stop it.


MIKHAIL. (Softly.) If you're winding me up, I wouldn't hang around.


ALEKSEY. I must ask you to stop this offensive behavior immediately. Do you hear?


MIKHAIL. (Softly, but with menace.) You what? Clear out of here! o


OLGA. (Shouting from behind the door of her own flat.) Don't touch him! You're plastered again! Leave him alone! Just try to lay a finger on him.


MIKHAIL. So you're both anxious to get some, eh? Already singing a duet? You lousy tits, spineless bitches.


ALEKSEY. Don't you dare use that language when there's a lady present!!! Don' t you dare!!!


Mikhail throws his arms round Aleksey's neck and, grabbing his hair, knees him twice In the head mercilessly, sadistically. There are cries and shrieks. He pushes Aleksey Into Olga's' flat and, slamming the door, returns to his own flat. There is not a sound from Aleksey who lies motionless on the floor. Olga is shouting and weeping, trying to lift him to his feet.


OLGA. I told you ... I told you ... Why did you go meddling?


INNA. (Sitting in the kitchen.) God, is there nobody could take me away from here? Who could take me away? Who could take me? Bastards, take me away from here!!! (Shouting.) "Far beyond the river fires were bu-u-u-rning I!!!"


OLGA. Help him! Inna! The man's been murdered! Murdered! Murdered! Blood! Death and blood! A visitor had been murdered! Don't die! Don't die! He's dying! Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah! ... She grabs Aleksey, kisses him and shakes him, getting blood on herself. Aleksey pulls himself free and pushes Olga away.


ALEKSEY. (Softly.) Idiot ... Idiot ... Go away ... Stupid woman! Cretin! Go! Go away!


He goes to his room unsteadily and falls onto the bed. Olga sits on the floor looking around her as if poisoned, shifting her glance between the door of Aleksey's room and Inna who is still shouting out the song at the top of her voice.


OLGA. (Shouting.) God! Come to me! Do what I'm asking for! Do It! God! The sooner we're all swept away, the sooner we're all drowned! God! Take me to yourself, God! Grant me death!!!


INNA. (Shouting.) Take me away from here! Take me away from here!!!


OLGA. Me! Take me away! Take me away from here! Me! Me!


INNA. Me! Me! Take me away!


OLGA. Me! Me! Me! ... Lights dim.


CURTAIN. END OF ACT ONE.





ACT TWO


Two weeks later. The same flat in the evening' Aleksey is lying on the bed in his room, sobbing, beating the pillows with his fists. He gets up, looks at himself in the mirror and touches the bruise below his eye. He lies down again on the bed. He grabs a bottle of wine standing" under the bed and takes a swig. Olga rushes up the stairs two at a time holding a bunch of papers. She reaches the door and searches her pockets for the key. She rings the door bell.


OLGA. Aleksey! Alyosha! Alyoshenka! It's me, Olga! It's Olga! I left my keys at home. Open up, Alyoshechka! Don't be afraid, Alyosha! Don't be afraid!!! As soon as the doorbell sounded, Aleksey threw himself under the bed. He hears Olga and gets to his feet, shaking dust off his suit. He strikes his cheeks with the palms of his hands.


ALEKSEY. (Softly.) Coward. Coward. Coward. Swine. Bastard. Coward.


OLGA. (Beating at the door with her fists.) Alyoshechka! Open up! It's me! Don't be afraid! It's me, Olga. It's not him, Alyoshechka. Open the door.


ALEKSEY. (Goes to the door and opens it. Olga flies into the flat like a whirlwind.) Why did you do that? Why were you: for the whole building to hear ...? "It's not him, It's not him ..." I know It's not him ... As If I can't see and hear for myself ... "Not him, not him, not him ..."


OLGA. (Not listening to Aleksey, she runs to his room, pulls a suitcase out from under the bed and starts throwing Aleksey's things; into It.) That's It, Alyoshechka. That's It. I've bought you a ticket. Go away from here. Today. There's a train passing through tonight at two o'clock. It stops here for three minutes, Be on It. I bought you a ticket all the way to Leningrad. Get ready. There's nothing for you to do here. You shouldn't be here with us. Leave. Nothing terrible will happen at work. I'll go and talk to them, eh? You'd better leave, eh? Get ready. Come on, come on ...


ALEKSEY. (Lies down on the bed.) What are you yelling about? What have you been running about shouting all day for? Why are you giving all these orders? I know myself what I should and shouldn't be doing.


OLGA. Well then, get up. I said to get ready. Well? You shouldn't be here, you really shouldn't, Alyoshechka. You'll grow into a complete fool here. He'll beat the living daylights out of you. He's promised, hasn't he? He's promised. Get ready, Alyoshechka. You're a good man. You're a very good man, very. But there's nothing you can do here with us. Get away from our town quickly. You shouldn't be here. Leave quickly. (Crying) This is all my stupid fault, all mine ... Why did I get mixed up with him? I don't know myself. My fault, my fault ...


ALEKSEY. (Running his fingers through his hair.) What have you got to do with It? Absolutely nothing ... God! I see it now! I understand why he ... beat me up! Two weeks ago and now again. I understand. Then I acted courageously, nobly. I stepped in to defend a woman. And now he can't forgive me for that. And secondly, he embodies the vulgarity and stupidity of your town. He cannot forgive for going into combat against evil.


OLGA. Oh, what evil, Alyoshechka? You really are silly, He's jealous of you, you see, and that's all. That's exactly why he hit you today. You see, Alyoshechka, I've been sleeping with him. That Is, I was before. Do you understand?


ALEKSEY. No. No. He Is the embodiment of vulgarity and evil and I am In combat, in combat against them. And with him Individually in combat, in combat ...


OLGA. Are you 'deaf, or something?


ALEKSEY. (After a short silence.) How come you slept with him?


OLGA. Well, the usual way, like, The way men and women sleep together. I don't know how It happened. I'm ashamed even to tell you about It. It happened -the first time by accident, and then again, and again, and again, and on It went ... I wanted to have a little baby, but It hasn't happened ... You've got to do it out of love or else nothing comes of it, do you see? Oh, I'm ashamed. How ashamed I am. Get your things, Alyoshechka, or he'll kill you in no time. Get away, please do ... A long pause.


ALEKSEY. You're lying ... It's all untrue ... It can't be true ... You ... You ... You have spiritual qualities ... You're not capable of such a thing. It can't be true ...


OLGA. Yes, yes, Alyoshechka! Spiritual! You can see how spiritual I am. I didn't think it could happen myself, and It turns out, It can. Get your things. Here's the ticket 1 bought. I bought It myself. Get away. Get away, now, Aleksey stares at the ceiling In silence, then laughs


ALEKSEY. How horrible ... How terrible ... What a nightmare ... A country of green tomatoes ... Where am I ...? A madhouse ... How horrible ... And I like an Idiot thought I was defending Ideals ... What Ideals were they? Fool! And I'm thinking: He can't forgive me, that's why he hit me today In front of everyone ... And It turns out ... (Laughs.) It turns out he did this to me because of some local beauty ... God, God, God ... What a nightmare ... How terrible ... How horrible ... Good God, It's almost funny ...


OLGA. Here. Here. The ticket. Take It and go. Here. Here!


ALEKSEY. (Smiling.) What ticket, my dear? Another fairy tale.


OLGA. Here, all the way to Leningrad ... God! If only It would happen quickly. If we could be swept away or drowned. The sooner the better, God! Come on, get your things. Don't look at me like that. Don't. That's enough. Aleksey sits down on the bed. He stares senselessly ahead.


ALEKSEY. You are right, my dear friend. Right! I have to get out of here without delay. Bugger the lot of you ... You goats can all go under. I've had enough. I'm not cut out to be a missionary. And thank God for It. (He reaches under the bed for the bottle and drinks from it.) How rotten It all is ... Don't touch my things! Take your hands off, I'll do my own packing. What did I say to you? Don't touch.


OLGA. Don't drink ... Why are you doing that? You shouldn't. Put It down,


ALEKSEY. Do you want to know where you can go? Right then ... What are you crawling about here for? I'm going to have a drink. I'm going to drink. I'll drink to spite you, So that you can see. So you can watch.


OLGA. It's all my fault. All my fault. You can curse me. Just don't drink. Why are you drinking? Why? You didn't used to drink. You were writing a novel. I sneaked a look at it. I read some of It. I didn't understand It, but It's Interesting ... Come on, get packed. Get packed,


ALEKSEY. What did you read?


OLGA. I read your novel ...


ALEKSEY. Who gave you permission?


OLGA. It was lying on the table, so I read It ...


ALEKSEY. You've got some nerve, reading what someone else has written. Some nerve. (Olga sits on the floor, packing the suitcase.) That's shameless. Disgraceful. Shameless. That's just the same as going through someone's dirty clothes ...


OLGA. Why have you been stuffing your dirty socks and pants under the matress? You'd have been better giving them to me. I'd have washed them for you. It's no trouble. Come on, pack them Into the suitcase. Here, here ...


ALEKSEY. Listen, you ... Listen, you ... Listen, listen ... You ... Are you a complete fool, or what? Do you really understand nothing with your thick skull, Is that it? What are you rabitting on about? Idiot. Are you all there? Yes or no? Yes or no? You go to watch the midgets, idiot, don't you?


OLGA. They're funny ...


ALEKSEY. Ok, you have a look at me, how funny I am, me, me! Look how funny I am, thanks to your kindness. Because you had to satisfy your base instincts. As it's turned out, this is all because of you, you utter fool, you lousy bitch, and I thought ... You moron. I don't suppose you've even read a novel in your thirty years. Have your read any? Have you?


OLGA. No, I haven't.


ALEKSEY. You lied to me. Tried to get me Into your bed ... God appeared to her! I felt sorry for her, a spiritual girl, an exceptional girl. Nobody understands her, I thought, they all think she's daft. But she, this spiritual one ... with some slob, just like that, in bed. It's horrible, a nightmare. How awful. It's a madhouse, I wouldn't stay here another second. Give roe the ticket, bitch. He runs about the room, collecting his things. Olga stands with her arms drooping. Suddenly she Is on the floor, seizing Aleksey by the legs, screaming.


OLGA. Oh, don't leave, darling. Don't abandon me! Don't! I love you so much, so much. I'll hang myself without you. Don't abandon me, Alyosha, darling, dearest. Don't leave me.


ALEKSEY. Let go of my legs. That's not what they're for. Let go, I said. Get away from me. I hate you, you shit, I hate you. I'm going anyway. Let go. Let go. Let go. I said, let go. Suddenly the lights go out in the flat and on the landing. A pause, then confusion. Aleksey (In a shrill voice.) What the ... Switch the lights on! Right now! Are you listening to me? What are you thinking that's going to stop me? Switch the lights on. You Idiot, switch the lights on.


OLGA. Alyoshechka, there you are shouting at me, and then you want me to sort things out ... It's not my fault, Alyoshechka, that: they keep cutting our power off ... They cut It off for an hour, or two, or three ... Sometimes for days on end ... Aleksey sits down on the bed, laughing.


ALEKSEY. It's a madhouse! A madhouse! A nuthouse! What sort place Is It? There's no light. If you want to hang yourself, you can't get soap in the shops. If you wanted to drown yourself, there's such a stink of shit from the river that you wouldn't go near lie water. You want to leave they turn the lights off. Madhouse! Madhouse! Madhouse! God! God! (Weeping')


OLGA. Have a good cry, have a good cry, Alyoshechka ... It helps ... Whenever mum used to beat me senseless, I'd have a cry too. I'd cry and cry ... And then you soon feel better ... Suddenly Olga Jumps up, throws her hands In the air and stands motionless. Oh, quiet, Alyosha ... Quiet ... He's here ...


ALEKSEY. Who's here?


OLGA. He's here ... God's here ... He's sitting over there In the corner, like on a throne ... Surely you can see? He's here ... He' s here ...


ALEKSEY. (Pulling In his feet and squatting on a corner of the bed.) Ok, Ok. Don't you ... Don't you ... You ... Don't you take leave of your senses ... Come on, don' t lose control here now ...


OLGA. (Standing very tense, swallowing rapid gulps of air.) Quiet, Alyosha, quiet ... He's crying ... He's never cried before ... And His tears ... They're like blood ... Quiet ... Quiet ... Don't ... They're like drops of blood ... Red tears ... Dear God, don't cry. Don't, or I will too ... It's not true, no! Not true. Not true. Not true. Dear God, I felt sorry for him. It's not true. I love him. I've never had anybody to love. Stop! Don't go. Dear Go-d, It's not true. Ho! No! No! No! ...


Olga falls to the floor, sobbing hysterically. A long pause.


SILENCE.


ALEKSEY. (Whispering.) Ok, OK, stop that right now ... That's enough of this nonsense ... What are you thinking of? Ok, don't scare me, you stupid woman. A pause. Olga sits up on the floor, gripping her head in her hands, sniveling and moaning.


OLGA. (Quietly.) He told me he wasn't going to come again ... He doesn't want to talk to me any more ... He called me all sorts of names ... I'm not like that! I'm going ... I'm going ... I must light a candle ... There was an Icon lamp somewhere ... I have to switch the fridge off so it doesn't all melt and stick together all messy ... She gets up unsteadily and goes to the kitchen, shaking.


ALEKSEY. (Sitting on the bed, whispering.) Stupid woman, stupid, stupid. Idiot, Idiot, idiot ... All messy, all messy, all messy ... All messy. Stupid idiot. Olga finds a candle In the kitchen and lights It. Someone knocks at the door. Aleksey dives under the blanket. Olga goes to open the door, holding the candle.


OLGA. (By the door.) Who's there?


INNA. (Shouting through the door.) Open up! Come on, quick! Olga opens the door. Inna files In like a whirlwind. She dashes about upsetting everything and trips over Aleksey's suitcase. This is it! This Is It! Get your things. Come on quick. To the bomb shelter. They've already turned the power off, (Running into the big room.) Olga Get up. Wake up. The end of the world Is coming. Where are you, Olga?!


OLGA. (Looking out from behind the door.) I'm here. Here I am ... Calm down. What's happened?


INNA. (Now In Aleksey's room.) Alyosha, take with you everything you hold most dear. Only things you value, Alyosha. Most Important, take your novel with you. Hurry up. They've already switched the lights off so as not to start any fires. What a shake up there's going to be now. It's going to begin any minute. And dear God will start judging us all, bitches in torn boots, Excuse me. Get up. Let's go, quickly, well?


ALEKSEY. (Sitting on the bed.) What's going to begin?


INNA. The earthquake!


ALEKSEY. Couldn't you find some other excuse to show your face?


INNA. What are you muttering about, Alyosha? Let's go. There's no time, (She grabs Aleksey's suitcase.) They've Just said It on television, It's going to be the end of the world, Yury Nikolayev said so. The one who does "Morning Postbag" and the Soviet folk group competitions. He said; "Lads, we're all done for!" Let's go, We'll hide In the basement. Well, get a move on. What are you doing there like boiled eggs? Let's go, I said, well?


ALEKSEY. (Through grafted teeth.) What television announcer said this? Levitan again?


INNA. No. It was Levitan last time. He was having us on, the parasite. But this time'' it was Yury Nikolayev first, and then straight after him Gorbachev himself. A-ha, himself. He looked so sad, in his check Jacket, yes. He was standing there like so, with his arms folded. He was always so happy when he was doing the perestroyka thing, but this time he looked miserable. He's taken us to the end of the world with this perestroyka, the swine. Listen, he's standing there like this, you know, and behind him his Rice Pudding. And he's wearing a striped tie. And his eyes sa-a-a-ad, so sa-a-a-ad. Mis-er-a-ble. Mis-er-a-ble. Somehow I felt so sorry for these poor people, I almost started to cry. Just why I don't know ... Well, I suppose we've got nothing to lose, but those poor ones have, eh? Ricey was crying as well, crying and crying, poor thing, wiping her eyes with a little blue hanky. None of our women at work like her. The call her Rice Krispies.


ALEKSEY. And who Is that?


INNA. Rice Krispies? Come off It. His wife, Rayka. The whole town here talks about nothing else except how he drags her everywhere with him. So why Is that? I don't reckon there's any point In It. People get annoyed with her. Well, what does she have to dress like that for, eh? And there's another story about her: Rayka's standing crying. They ask her what's up


"I've lost my sugar ration card." Ok, let's go. Let's get a move on. To the basement, ok? The lights come on. A pause. The three stand looking at each other in silence.


INNA. (in surprise.) Well, I never. The light's back on. It's probably the all clear.


ALEKSEY. (After a pause.) Is that all? Is the show over, or not? He sits on the floor and begins stuffing things Into his suf tease.


INNA. (Fidgeting with her bag, looks at Aleksey.) But I've already heard about it all. That's why I came running ... What are you up to? Were you getting ready to leave, eh?


ALEKSEY. What have you heard about?


INNA. Well, about how you-were ... On the square, in front of everyone, In front of the Lenin monument ... So I came running ... That Misha, they said, did it to you ... What a swine. I'll go and clock him one right now. I'll give him what's coming to him. If you want.


ALEKSEY. (Laughing.) The whole town already knows. The whole town. No, no, I've got to get away, to get away, away from them as fast as I can. Before they begin looking through my dirty underwear in daylight. Away from here, away, away ...


INNA. (Suddenly.) Alyosha! Dar-ling! Look, take me with you, eh?


OLGA. Go home, Inna ...


INNA. Shut up, you reptile. This has nothing to do with you, Alyosha, take me with you. What about It? Take me, eh? You'll just have to give me a push to show me the road, eh? I won't be hanging round your neck, eh, Alyosha? Take me, ok? Take me with you. If you want, I'll get down on my knees. Here you are, on my knees. Look! Look! Look! She falls on her knees and looks up at Aleksey.


ALEKSEY. (Pulling his feet away.) What, what, what, what are you badgering me for? What the blazes is this for? What is it you all want? Do you think I can squeeze you In my suitcase?


INNA. (Shrieking.) I won't let you go! Aleksey, I'm going with you. You're my last hope. I've got nothing else. Take me with you. Or else I'll start to fall apart here. I'll fall apart Inside and out. Take me, Aleksey, Alyosha, Aleksey. Take me with you, eh?


OLGA. What Is all this rubbish? That's enough from you. Calm down. You're drunk again, stupid woman. Get out of here. On the double.


INNA. Belt up! Aleksey, If you won't take me, If you ... I'll do myself a mischief, do you here? If you force me, now, I'll take a knife right here in front of you and that'll be all. I'll take a knife and sink it In my throat, get It? I'll give myself such a gash In the throat that you'll be sorry, get it? So you won't take me? You won't? No? Right, then, right then, I'll show you. You'll see. Inna runs to the kitchen.


OLGA. Oh, sit down, you. Sit down. Stop acting the goat. You should be ashamed.


INNA. Olya! Sister of mine! Olya, where do we keep the knives? Show me quick. Well? I'll cut myself up. I'm going to cut myself up right now, Do you hear, Olya? (She finds a knife and brings it back to Aleksey's room.) So you won't take me? You won't take me? You're not really like that, Alyosha. You're not, are you? You will take me after all, right? I want to live, after all, don' t I? Aleksey? Won' t you take me?


ALEKSEY. (Softly.) Well, then, put the knife down ... quickly!!!


INNA. (Throwing the knife Into a corner.) I've put It down ... I've put It down ... To hell with It ... I've put It down, Alyoshechka. Will you take me with you? Will you?


ALEKSEY. This circus of cockroaches has just about done for me. Get your things. The whole town might just as well come with me. Come on. Come on. Come on, everyone. Get your things. Bring Olya. And mum. And our Misha. And your Ira. Come on, everyone. Come on, what's holding you up? Come on, I'll save you all. Come on. Come on,


Inna throws herself at Aleksey and starts kissing his hands. She makes attempts to kiss him In the chest, but he fights her off. There Is a wild shriek outside. Inna begins shouting.


INNA. Olya! Olyechka! My little sister! He's agreed! He's agreed to take me away from here. He's agreed. That's It. That's it. Olya! Olya! ... She runs to the other room where she finds Olga on the settee and shakes her. My little sister! We're leaving. That's It, Olya, no more of this. We're going, Lyoshechka and me are getting the hell out of here. Fuck It all. This fucking hole ... I'm sorry, Alyoshechka. It just slipped out. Let the place fall to bits. At least I'll get to see Red Square In Leningrad. At least I'll see the world, Olya. Bugger It. Sorry, Alyoshechka, I'll stop it. It just came out. Sorry. I can behave like a proper lady. I can. I can ... Aleksey is sitting on the bed In his room, gritting his teeth and beating his fist against his knee. Olya. Say hello to mum. Make sure you tell her. Olya, get us something to eat on the journey, Alyoshechka and me have to get going to the station. We're getting on the train and leaving. We're leaving for Leningrad ... Hurrah! And we'll be living there. Goodbye, Olya. I might bump Into my man there and I'll grab him by the neck. I'll tell him: look where you left me, you lousy bitch, eh? No more, Alyoshechka.


She runs about the room, throwing things around.


OLGA. (Softly.) Sit down ... Nina, don't be stupid ... Sit down ... Aren't you ashamed?


INNA. (Not listening, gets on her knees and starts putting tomatoes from under the bed Into her bag.) Olya, we'll take these for the journey. Don't be afraid, Olya. We'll save you as well. We'll make ourselves the saviors. We'll drag the whole of bloody Shipilovsk there after us. To the very last one. Let them find some other poor sods to flog their guts out In their bloody factory. Sorry, Alyosha. Sorry. It just came out. Olya, don't you worry. We'll just settle Into our new place and we'll call for you straight away. We'll send a telegram, Olya, a lightning one, an urgent one, Olya. Don't get upset. We'll get you out of here, She runs into Aleksey's room. Alyosha, take some tomatoes. They'll come in handy when we get hungry on the journey. Alyosha, I've got a bottle in my bag. We'll find our sleeping car, get. out the tomatoes and that'll keep us going. I'll be right back, Alyosha. You sit here for a minute. I'll rush there and back. I'll just get my savings book and passport. You sit here just now, Alyosha. Just a moment. Don't move an inch. On pain of death, understand? Sit here and don't move. I'll be back right this minute, in a jiffy ... She flies out, slamming the door. Everything Is quiet. Nobody speaks. Then there Is a sickening cry outside. Olga looks at Aleksey.


OLGA. (Softly.) What did you say to her? Why? Why did you deceive her?


ALEKSEY. Be quiet! I didn't say anything to deceive anybody. People deceive themselves, themselves. She decided everything herself, without me, on her own. So let her go, let her. What's it to me? Let her go where she wants,


OLGA. Are you just going to drop her on some station somewhere? Where will she go?


ALEKSEY. Let her go where she wants. It's all the same to me. And I've got a three roomed flat In Leningrad, There's room for everyone, understand?


OLGA. There was a letter for you from your parents. It had the return address on ...


ALEKSEY. No, this is Flabbergasting! She's rifled through and checked all my papers. She looks through my dirty clothes. She reads my letters!


OLGA. I haven't read anyone's letters ... It's not true! I just .looked at the return address on the envelope, I haven't been reading anybody's letters. I haven't. It's not my fault If your parents wrote the return address on the envelope. And since they did, It means everyone can read the return address. You haven't got a flat in Leningrad at all. And I read your novel because you said you were writing It for everybody. For people everywhere. And I'm 9 person as well. You said that you wanted the novel to make people different. And I want to be different. (Shouting.) And your dirty clothes were sticking out from the matress when I was cleaning the floor In your room. And I felt sorry for you. That's all. Leave here, leave here quickly and stop tormenting me. Just stop tormenting me. You've been the cause of all my troubles. Leave here. -J thought you were a good man. But you're bad. You're just acting, like In the films. You're deceiving yourself. You're not a great actor and this isn't a comedy film for you. Have you got that? Leave here, Alyosha. Still I feel sorry for you, I don't know why, but I do. God help you. Leave, Aleksey Shut up! Shut up! What a pitiful one we have here. She reckons she feels sorry for me. You're an ameba, the lowest form of life. Get off to that slob of yours. Get out. Go. Go,


He grabs Olga and shakes her.


OLGA. I feel so sorry for you. Sorry, sorry, sorry ...


ALEKSEY. Belt up! Or else I'll give you something right now. (Pause. He looks at Olga.) Hang on a sec'. What is this, eh? I'll leave, then, like this and the whole town's going to be saying that It's because of you, right? That I was beaten up because of you, right? (Lifts the bottle and drinks from ft.) Meaning, I got this for nothing, for nothing at all. Is that It?


OLGA. (Stepping backwards slowly towards the big room.) Don't, Alyosha.., What are you thinking of..? Don't. Come on, now, you're not like that ... You've just had a bit too much to drink ... It's time you were off to the station. Don't, Alyosha. God will never forgive you, Alyosha. Don't ...


ALEKSEY. Interesting. Why shouldn't I? Others can with you, but I mustn't? You've got to start sometime, though, haven't you? Ok, so you can show me everything now ... How long can you hold back, after all? That's enough. The time's here. It's time ... I'm surrounded by vulgarity saying to me It's time, It's time ... Come on, let's make It, ok?


OLGA. (Reaches the big room without taking her eyes from Alyosha, frightened.) You mustn't. You mustn't. God will punish you. God sees everything, everything ...


ALEKSEY. And what would I be punished for? For what? Didn't you say It yourself?


there Is no God. He's gone. He doesn't exist ... Well? Well? Get your clothes off. How did you undress before him, well? Show me. How did you do It? Did you dance In front of him, yes? And you don't want to for me? Yes? Ok, dance, dance. Show me what you're like, ok? Dance, ok?


OLGA. Don't, Alyoshechka, please, dear Lyosha. Don't touch me. Don't, I beg you. Please don't, don't ...


ALEKSEY. All right. I'll give you something to think about. You tried to get me Into bed yourself, taking your clothes off, and what now? Come here now, you rotten slag. Lie down, Olgly Mug. Come on, come on ...


He grabs Olga and throws her onto the couch in the dark room. Lights out.


SCENE THREE


Olga and Aleksey are sitting on the couch in the dark room. A long silence.


ALEKSEY. (Coughing.) Well, there It Is ... There It Is ... I have to go ... It's frightening here In the dark. That's a powerful phrase. I'll have to write It down ... See you ...


He gets up and goes quietly to his own room. Olga sits In the dark room , dazed, looking at the floor; rocking from side to side; grasping her head in her hands. Aleksey hurriedly closes his suitcase and looks round surreptitiously. He takes a box of chocolates from the suitcase. He grabs the Hemingway portrait and tries to force It Into the suitcase, but It won't go. He takes the suitcase out Into the corridor and goes to Olga.


Well, that's all ... That's all, I think ... I'm off ... Goodbye ... The money for the ticket, the rent to give to your mother


here. Pass It on. And this Is for you, Take It. Well, well, take It ... (He thrusts the box of chocolates Into Olga’s hands.) I had them left over ... There it is. And this Is for Inna. (He puts the Hemingway portrait down beside Olga and rubs his hands together.) She's got a sense of humour, eh? She understands everything. She understands a joke, values a joke ... She'll know I was joking. Yes, and she wasn't planning to go anywhere. It's just from boredom she dreams up all sorts of ... Tell her I had too much to drink, I was joking ... She'll understand. I'll ... uh ... I'll write to you.


The Hemingway portrait stands upside down. Olga looks up at Aleksey and stares at him long and hard.


ALEKSEY. Give her my regards, eh? But I'm off ... And you watch out, don't go sour here, eh? Are you sure everything will be all right? Well? So we're agreed, then ...


Olga says nothing. She gives Aleksey a broad stare. Aleksey goes to the door carrying his suitcase and goes out onto the landing. He comes face to face against Mikhail who has been standing there for a long while, smoking. They stare at each other for a while. Mikhail clears his throat, spitting Into the stairwell.


MIKHAIL. Well, what's this? Haven't you had enough from me, eh? If not, the judge will add to it ... (Laughs.) Are you buggering off, is that it? Or have you gone to take back some empties?


ALEKSEY. (Holding the suitcase close to himself, whispers.) Don't touch me. Do you hear? Just try.


MIKHAIL. (After a long pause.) As if I need you to dirty myself with you ... I'm going to gob down there and as soon as it hits the next landing, you'd better be down there with It ... Got It? No? Or have I got to kick you downstairs after it?


ALEKSEY. No ... No ... No ... I' m going.


Moving sideways, Aleksey rushes at the stairs and flies down them. He disappears. Mikhail stands smoking and smiling. He spits Into the stairwell and goes back Into his own flat. Olga is standing In the dark room holding the Hemingway portrait and the box of chocolates. She goes to the kitchen and shakes the chocolates Into the waste bin. She returns to the dark room and begins tearing up the actors' photographs hanging on the wall. She sweeps the pebbles, dried flowers and shells Into the fold of her skirt, takes them to the kitchen and tips the lot Into the waste bin. She goes to the her room and looks round in fright. In silence she stares at the floor. Mikhail emerges hurriedly from his flat and comes out onto the landing holding a bottle of wine. He rings Olga's door bell.


MIKHAIL. (Whispering.) Olya. Olya. Open the door. Olya.. It's me, your Misha. Olya. Open the door. (Olga opens the door and looks at Mikhail in silence.) There you are, then. (He comes into the flat, closes the door and draws Olga close, kissing her.) There you are, then. Everything's all right ... You opened the door ... Is your mother out, eh? Look, I've brought a bottle. You can congratulate me ... Your' re a clever girl, a good girl ... How are things, Olya? That one's gone, eh? You see how strong I am? How much they're all afraid of me? I really gave him one, and straight away he rolled off, eh? I did the right thing for you, my Olenka ... You suddenly weren't yourself as soon as he appeared ... As If you weren't mine any more, Olechka, my Olechka ... Listen, I've had this Idea, I'm going to slip you thirty rubles a month. I'll give it to your mother just you won't have to take anyone else into the flat, eh? You won't take anyone, ok? Eh, Olya, Olechka, Olenka? What's up? Everything all right? We'll say as If nothing ever happened, ok, yes? Let's go. Let's go through there, to your room, ok? Through there, ok? Come on, Olechka, darling ... Olya, Olya, Olya ... (He puts his arms around Olya and kisses her. She stands stock still.)


Inns runs up the stairs. She bangs on the door with her feet and hands. Mikhail opens the door.


INNA. (Comes flying into the corridor of the flat, pushing Mikhail and Olga aside.) Alyosha! Alyosha, I'm here. Let's go. I'm ready. I've got everything. I've taken the essentials we might need on the way. I'm ready, Alyosha. Goodbye, bloody Shipilovsk. This Is It. Goodbye, all. We'll fly away like birds of paradise. Right you are, then, Alyoshechka.


Inna runs through all the rooms and then checks the landing. Olga stands by the window looking out. Mikhail is by the door.


INNA. (Grabbing Mikhail by the lapels.) Misha! Misha! Were they looking for me, yes? Were they asking for me, no? Where have they got to? Were they asking for me? Looking for me? Yes?


MIKHAIL. Yes, yes, they were ... One had an axe and two had stretchers. (Laughs.) Who needs you? Who'd be looking for you?


INNA. (Rushing to Olga.) A-ha, has he gone already, Olga, eh? Quite right. He's got to join the queue at the ticket office. I still have to get a ticket. And we're going to have a sleeper. We won't be travelling hard class any more. I'd better hurry, Olya. Ok, see you, Olya. I'll write when we get there. Oh! Misha, hello. I didn't even notice you, Hello and goodbye. Take care. I've got to hurry.


Olga, looking out of the window, says nothing. Inna looks venomously from Olga to Mikhail.


INNA. Olechka, what's the matter, then, little sister? Why don't you let me go? Well? (Olya says nothing.) What a bitch. Tell her, Misha. You are a bitch! You've got everything, Everything. You've got this ugly brute here, maybe only once a week, but he comes over. And I've got nothing. What, do you think I don't know? The whole town knows. He brags to everyone. People know everything that's going on. You! Olgly Mug!!! So, keep me here. Keep me here. Put up with me. Take your spite out on me. Look, she still won't let me go. It's all done, all agreed, and she still won't let me. You, bitch, Miss Slag 1989, that's who you are. Don't hold me. Let me go now. Do you hear what I'm saying?. (Sits on the couch, sobbing.) Olya! Olya! Who does It with you standing? The head of the convoy! Don't break ranks!


MIKHAIL. Ok, ok. Just cut out the yelling. Stop yelling.


OLGA. (Softly.) You can still catch him. Go ...


INNA. (Sobbing.) What do you mean "go"? What do you mean "go"? If you're that annoyed you won't let me. You don't want me to go. How can I go? Olya. What a kind little sister. You're a bitch, that' sail, a bitch. Olga lifts the Hemingway portrait and holds It out to Inna. What Is this? For me,, is it? A present, Is It? To remember him by, Is that - it? Fond memories, eh? He said to give It to me, eh? (Olga, looking out of the window, says nothing. Inna sobs and kisses the portrait) So who Is this? What the hell's it for? Him, Is It, himself? In his old age, eh? I don't fucking need this, do I? I want him alive. It's alive I need him, alive and not dead.


MIKHAIL. Ok, girls, that's enough, eh? It's like the devil's got into you. What's all the racket for anyway. I don't see. Because of that crud, Is that It? That's some reason, Idiots. Ok, let's go to the kitchen. Get a move on. We'll mark the occasion, I've brought a bottle. I'll cheer us up. We'll forget it all, eh? Come on, you can congratulate me. Get a move on, girls. I've got a son. I had a son today, do you hear? I'm so happy. Well, let's go the kitchen,


INNA. (Sitting on the couch.) You and your son can go to hell. Dickhead! He's had a son! And we're supposed to be glad. We should be jumping for joy. Trousers full of joys, Sowing his seed around like a torncat producing one after another. And we're supposed to rejoice? While he produces one after another.


MIKHAIL. Ok, ok. Quit shouting! Let's go to the kitchen. He gives Inna a push,


INNA. (Pulling herself free.) Don't touch me! What's he doing here waving his bottle about? I've got one of my own, If you want to know. (She gets a bottle from her bag, uncorks it with her teeth and kisses the label.) You're not having any, you bastards. (Bobbing.) I'm going to get drunk. I'm going to throw up. I'm going to get legless. I' going to drink myself silly and you, filthy pigs, aren't having any. Goats. Ratbags. You're not having any. He's had a son! ... And I don't have anybody!!! I don't and I never will!!! Do you hear me?


She goes through to Aleksey's room and sits on the bed, sobbing.


MIKHAIL. (Goes up to Olga and strokes her shoulder.) Well, at least you won't turn me down, will you, eh? Are you going to congratulate me? A matter like this ...


OLGA. (Softly.) If I had a baby, I would throttle It .... I'd choke It myself ... I'd take It and throttle It with my very own fingers ... Choke It, choke It ...


MIKHAIL. (Whispering.) No, you won't have. Don't worry on that score ... I do It all carefully. I know how. The lads showed me. Don't be afraid, Olya, you won't have ... Ok? Let's go. Let's go sit In the kitchen for a while, eh? Olya? Ok?


OLGA. Maybe it will start now? Is It time now, do you think, Is It?


MIKHAIL. What' II start?


OLGA. The earthquake.


MIKHAIL. Oh, you believe everything you hear. The blokes at work were saying today It's rubbish. There's not going to be any catastrophe. People have been talking It all up. They've been talking themselves up


the stars are going to fall out of the sky; the seas are going to flood all over the place; there's going to be rain and hall and Christ knows what else. It's all rubbish. Nothing's going to happen. What can It be, when there's nothing to be? (Laughs.) Anyway, I didn't believe It from the start, Olya. It was all lies ... People were just wagging their tongues. Ok, and I did, too. To keep up the conversation. Cures the boredom. Ok, Olya, we'll carry on just like we used to, eh? Ok, Olechka, Olya ...


OLGA. No, no. It's got to start any minute now ... Any minute ... Any minute now ...


MIKHAIL. I don't want you to think about It, Olya, Don't think about It. If I promised to buy you tights, then I'll certainly buy them, Olya, don't think about It, They're as good as In your pocket. That's already settled, Olya. D'you hear? There's no need for you to get all upset ...


OLGA. It's going to start any minute ... There's no other way ... It's going to start any minute ...


MIKHAIL. Well, are you going to congratulate me or not, Olya? I've had a son, a son! A big boy, too. They say he takes after me, Ok, Olya, are you happy for me or not? A son, Olya, a son, Ok, If you don't want to go to the kitchen, let's go straight to, you know, your room, Come on, Olechka. Let's light a candle, brighten the place up. Ok? Coming?


OLGA. Why did God leave me? Why did He forsake me? What was It I did? Why am I to blame? Why did He leave? Who can tell me?


MIKHAIL. Ok, ok, ok. Let's get a move on ... Look, you've started yammering, gibbering ... Ok, that's enough fooling around. Come on, let's go ...


OLGA. Why did God leave me? Why did He leave?


Mikhail falls to his knees, kissing Olga's Feet.


MIKHAIL. Ok, Olenka, ok. Let's go through there, to your room ... Let's go, baby, darling. Let's get a move on. Come on, Olechka ... I love you, Olechka, I love you ... Nobody's going to love you the way I do ... Come on quickly, Inna is sitting on Aleksey's bed, drinking from the bottle ... She kisses a pillow, sobs and sings in a loud, throaty voice.


INNA. Far beyond the river the fires have gone out! The sky is clear! Dawn has turned to day! Less that a hundred soldiers! Of Budyonny's troops! Come home from the sortie!!!!,..


MIKHAIL. (Weeping.) Come on, Olenka, let's go. Please, let's go ...


Olga looks at Mikhail in fright and pushes him away. She Jumps out onto the balcony. She grips the railings of the balcony and begins to shout something incoherently, in an exhausted howl.


OLGA. God! God! ... Come back to me, Go-o-o-od!!! Come back to me, Lo-o-o-ord!!! God!! I Come back to me, God!! I! God!!!! God!!!! God!!!! God!!!! God! HI ...


Olga's howl of anguish carries over the dark, misty town. She shouts and shouts as If she has lost her mind, like a wounded cow. Lights fade. And the earthquake begins.
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