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ACT 1

(A huge room is cluttered up with many things, which are lying around in absolute disorder - such as dresses hanging on the walls and just thrown around carelessly - which give an altogether false impression of its proper size. There is a feeling that you can’t breathe in this room. The dresses are of dull colours like old-fashioned school uniforms. Bed-sheets lie scattered in the corners and are yellowed with time. In the middle, there is a double bed with metal bed-knobs. There is another bed in the room which looks like a gigantic cradle on castors. There is an old woman in the cradle. Judging by the bed-pan which is next to it, the old woman is unable to move around.)

(The interior of the room is made a bit livelier by big lacquer cubes coloured yellow and black. Isolda, a woman of about forty with very bright make up and in a gown too short for her, is sitting in a funny, old armchair. She is smoking, just shaking the ashes on the floor. In the foreground of the scene, Michail, a man of about thirty is sitting on one of the cubes. He is dressed in a suit, which at one time could have been called elegant, but which he now wears only at home – without any other clothing just on his naked body. A long and tense silence is interrupted by a sharp sound – a trumpeting like the sound made by drain pipes when they are out of order, but one hundred times louder than normal. The old woman in the cradle cries out, Izolda and Michail are startled. There silence again.)

Izolda and Michail: (together) I’ll make coffee.

(Nobody moves, however. Michail takes out an unfiltered Russian cigarette and lights it.)

Izolda: Stop smoking your disgusting cigarettes in the room. I can’t breathe. You know I suffer from asthma. Go out into the corridor and smoke there. How many times must I repeat the one and the same thing!?

(Michail takes out an empty match box and shakes the ashes in there, continuing to smoke. Izolda sighs hopelessly.)

Old woman: (screams) Iza-aa!

(pause)

Old woman: Iza-aa!
(pause)

Old woman: Iza-aa!

Izolda: What do you want, mother?

Old woman: Iza-aa!

Izolda: O, my God, when will all this be over and done with?

(Izolda approaches the bed, takes the bed-pan, and bends over. The sound of the old woman urinating. The procedure is over. The bed- pan is put back in its place).

Izolda: (to Michail) Go and wash it.

Michail: (tearing himself from his thoughts) What?

Izolda: Go and wash the bed- pan.

Michail: Yes, yes.

(He takes the bed-pan and leaves the room. Izolda sits down in the armchair. Michail returns and sits down on his cube.)

(pause)

(The pause is interrupted by the same peculiar, loud sound. The old woman shouts. Izolda and Michail are startled.)

(pause)

(Izolda comes up to the stove and puts the coffee on.)

Izolda: I have put the coffee on.

Michail: Uh-Huh.

Izolda: Do you want some coffee? (pause) Are you going to keep silent for the whole day?

Michail: What?

Izolda: Nothing!

Old woman: Iza-aa!

(The ritual with the bed-pan is repeated in absolute silence, all their movements are mechanical, like puppets.)

Izolda: Damn! The coffee has boiled over! I’ll have to start all over again. Don’t you think that she urinates too often?

Michail: She reacts to your voice.

Izolda: You rascal! She reacts to the sound of the pipes!

Michail: No, it’s the elephant.

Izolda: It’s the pipes!

Michail: The elephant!

Izolda: The pipes! You have been talking this nonsense about an elephant for ten years only because you are too lazy to call a plumber. Take pity on your mother, she is dehydrated already.

Michail: She is dehydrated because you are forcing her to swallow your coffee. Coffee - you should know - it’s a diuretic. Plus  your voice.

Izolda: Can’t you think of anything else?

Michail: Your voice is sharp, it interferes with concentration,  it shatters the silence.

Izolda: You are absolutely crazy.

(She puts the coffee on again.)
Michail: (thinking to himself) I am absolutely crazy.

Izolda: You see! You admit it yourself!

Michail: (thinking to himself) I am admitting it myself.

(Michail suddenly springs from his seat and starts rearranging the cubes. His eyes are sparkling.)

Michail: It seems to me that that way is better. Look, Izolda, isn’t that way better, what do you think?

Izolda: Leave me alone! I am fed up with your cubes for goodness sake! Oh God, why are you tormenting me with this idiot husband?

Michail: With ex-idiot-husband.

Izolda: The coffee is ready.

Michail: Yes, that’s much better, for sure.

Izolda: Why are you tormenting me with your mother in this hole for so many years?!

Michail: You are free. You are even legally free. You can do with yourself whatever you like. Leave the hole, go anywhere you wish and with whom you wish.

Izolda: You will perish here without me! First the old one, then you. You will starve to death, you see! Oh, maybe, first you and then the old one. She is strong enough and urinates often, which means her body works like clockwork.

Michail: No, that’s not right. I can’t get it right. I can’t understand the main strategy. Look! Here is asymmetry on the left. It’s intentional. There is always asymmetry on the left. And on the right? On the right there should be symmetry, that’s the essence of harmony. I can’t catch the main idea. Most probably, people are not intended to reach harmony. Harmony is God’s destiny. Our problems arise from this. It looks as if something is good and then it escapes. But I am getting there, getting there …

Izolda: Idiot, will you have coffee?

Michail: A couple of sips.

Izolda: (acidly) Maybe you are hungry?

Michail: (not noticing her irony) No, not quite.

Izolda: Even if you were, there is nothing to eat at home. They did not give us our salary again and won’t next week. You do not earn anything. You are playing with your cubes day and night and I am going naked.

Michail: Poor, poor Izolda! Absolutely naked. Absolutely naked. (Starts tearing the dresses from the walls and throws them on the floor). Nothing to wear! Nothing to wear! Absolutely naked! It’s good if you put on a dress twice before it goes on display. To where my books were. Books! Where are my books?! They used to live here! Where are they? They are in sacks on the balcony! They are perishing! Now your rags are here, the great achievements of mankind!

Izolda: Calm down, half-wit. I am a woman.

Michail: Who are you?

Izolda: A woman and quite attractive.

Michail: And who do you attract?

Izolda: Nobody!

Michail: You’ve strangled me with your rags!

Izolda: Take a couple of sips of coffee.

Michail: You make me fed up with your coffee! I hate it. And I hate you. Naked? Go on the street and earn something for your clothes. Get out! Take your rags and get out. We’ll survive without you.

Izolda: No, you won’t!

Michail: Yes, we will

Izolda: No, you won’t!

Michail: (not quite sure) We’ll make it without you.

Izolda: No, you won’t. Take a couple of sips of coffee.

Michail: (Takes a cup of coffee and drinks.) I get heartburn from coffee.

Izolda: That is good. You will have a heart attack, you will die and it’ll be easier to me. I’ll relax.

Michail: (without hostility) Louse.

Izolda: Here we are! We calmed down. Go, Mika, play with your cubes. (Kisses  him on the forehead.)

Michail: Yes, yes, I have been distracted.

Izolda: Of course, you have been. Don’t be distracted, you will forget your chess situation.

Michail: What do you understand of it?

(Sits down on a cube, lights a cigarette.)

Izolda: (She rattles off the words of her well-worn refrain.) Stop smoking your disgusting cigarettes in the room. I can’t breathe. You know I suffer from asthma. Go out into the corridor and smoke there. How many times must I repeat one and the same thing?

(Michail lights a cigarette. The room is filled with smoke. The old woman is coughing.)

Michail: What’s the time?

Izolda: Are you in a hurry?

Michail: I asked what the time was.

Izolda: Past four.

Michail: (Springs to his feet.)What? Past four?

Izolda : Quarter to five.

Michail: Why isn’t he here yet?

Izolda: Who?

Michail: Victor, who else?

(There is terror in Izolda’s eyes.)

Izolda: Victor?

Michail: Victor, Victor.

Izolda: Is he coming here?

Michail: You are very clever. But he is late, somehow. We agreed on four, on four exactly, but now it’s quarter to five - what do you say?

Izolda: I asked you to make sure that he doesn’t come here any more. I asked you, if you need to meet this alcoholic, take your cubes and get out wherever you wish. Go and play in the street.

Michail: Wha-a-at?

Izolda: You heard.

Michail: Out of respect for you, I’ll pretend I heard nothing.

Izolda: It’s a pity.

Michail: No, it isn’t

Izolda: Yes, it is.

Michail: No, it isn’t.

Izolda: Yes, it is.

Michail: This is my flat.

Izolda: Don’t forget, I am registered here, too.

Michail: What I do with Victor is very important. You, being a woman, are not capable of understanding the significance of our cause. It’s not a simple game. In fact it’s not a game at all. The future of the Universe depends on it. Why am I explaining it all to you? It’s next to impossible. I beg you, look after your women’s chores, cook food, do the laundry, make coffee, chat  with your friends.

Izolda: That’s right.

Michail: What?

Izolda: I’ll invite my friends.

Michail: But you will interfere with us.

Izolda: Nothing of the kind. You are playing with your cubes,  we are busy with our women’s chores.

Michail: What chores?

Izolda: Chatting.

Michail: We have only one room, haven’t we?

Izolda: I’ll invite Lyolya.

Michail: Are you going to kill me?

Izolda: I exchange Lyolya for Victor.

Michail: How can you compare the two?

Izolda: Well, they’re worth the same as each other. That will balance things up nicely. By myself, I will be weak in front of Victor and you, but Lyolya and me together will be just right. You have got equal numbers of yellow and black cubes, haven’t you?

Michail: So what?

Izolda: It should be fair, shouldn’t it?

Michail: Certainly.

Izolda: So then we should be in two equal teams.

Michail: And the old one?

Izolda: She is a beaten figure and doesn’t count.

Michail: She is not a beaten figure!

Izolda: She is a beaten figure.

Michail: No, she isn’t.

Izolda: Beaten, beaten. Don’t argue. OK then, I’ll agree to a draw. Let’s postpone the match. Neither Lyolya  nor Victor.

Michail: Louse.

Izolda: Idiot.

Michail: Louse.

Izolda: Idiot.
(Michail sits down on the cube, holding his head within hands.)

(pause)

(Izolda leaves the room noiselessly.)

(After some time, she returns in pink stockings with roses on them. She is smiling like a model.)

Izolda: Mika.

Michail: Fuck off!
Izolda: Mika.

Michail: What do you want?

Izolda: Look at me.

Michail: (Turns back. Watches for a long time while Izolda is striking various poses.)

Michail: What does all that mean?

Izolda: Do you like them?

Michail: What?

Izolda: Do you like my new stockings?

 Michail: It is not all done for nothing.

Izolda: What?

 Michail: It’s not for nothing you put on your new stockings.

Izolda: Yes, it means something.

Michail: What does it mean?

Izolda: Do I appeal to you?

Michail: You have beautiful legs. I always told you that.

Izolda: Can you answer me one, very intimate question?

Michail: I’ll try.

Izolda: Am I starting to arouse you?

Michail: That’s  quite an unexpected turn.

Izolda: What is so unexpected? You have just mentioned the difference between a man and a woman. It touched me. I started thinking. And do you know what - what conclusion I came to? We are not only rivals ready to tear into each other during the dangerous tournament of life, we are partners. We can’t live without each other. If it were not for me,  Mika, you wouldn’t need your cubes, isn’t it so? So I thought about that and decided to show myself to Mika in my new stockings, maybe he will remember that we are partners.

Michail: I feel you are saying some very primitive things, but it’s difficult to understand you.

Izolda: I’ll explain. I sometimes wonder if my husband wants me.

Michail: Ex-husband.

Izolda: OK. Does my ex-husband want me sometimes?

Michail: What’s the matter with you, Izolda?

Izolda: Come here to me, don’t be afraid.

Michail: What’s the matter with you, we have not touched each other for ages, if that’s what you mean.

Izolda: Yes, that’s what I mean. Come!

Michail: It seemed to me that we’ll never …

Izolda: But it’s not right, not good.

Michail: Of course, it’s not good; of course, it’s not good; you know, men even get ill because of that, maybe some of them die. I tried, but you did not feel like that, it was not appealing to you.

Izolda: We live in the century of metamorphoses. Everything is changing.

Michail: Yes, and it’s not without any purpose. It can’t be.

Izolda: It can. I assure you.

Michail: So we live in the century of metamorphoses, don’t we?

Izolda: Exactly, my glorious Mika.

Michail: Why don’t you believe in the elephant behind the wall?

Izolda: Maybe I am suppressing my belief just for the sake of appearances, but I do believe in it. And I am suffering from the thought of how to make him drink, poor thing, he asks for drink so pitifully.

Michail: He asks for food, too.

Izolda: And food, too.

Michail: And what did you dream up? Confess - you thought of something. You have a vivid imagination like all women. Only don’t break down the wall, he might be injured.

Izolda: But he is a chess elephant.

Michail: Of course, he’s a chess elephant, but he is a pure elephant, not a copy that you can meet on plain, flat chessboards.

Izolda: Let’s think about this together once again - and now, come to me.

(Michail comes shyly up to Izolda and hugs her hesitantly.)

Izolda: Does that feel good to my Mika?
Michail: It has not been that good for a long time. Why didn’t we think about it before?
Izolda: You were too busy with yourself and it is much more fun together.
Michail: Much more fun together.
Izolda: We’ll make love to each other.
Michail: Love each other.
Izolda : Then we’ll play with the cubes together.
Michail: Play together.
Izolda: Only you and me.
Michail: Only you and me.
Izolda: Nobody else

Michail: Nobody else.
Izolda: We won’t open the door to anyone.
Michail: We won’t open the door to anyone. (Hugging Izolda with tears in his eyes.) Mummy, my dear mummy.

(There is the familiar sound of the pipes. Izolda and Michail are startled. The old woman is shouting. There is a loud knock on the door.)

Izolda: (whispering) We won’t open the door
Michail: (whispering) That is Victor.
Old Woman: Iza-aa!

Izolda: That’s ruined everything!

(She goes to open the door. A disappointed Michail goes through the usual ritual with the old woman. Izolda opens the door. A grey haired, ugly old hunchbacked man enters with a huge bag. This is Victor.)

Victor: (Stuttering, now and thereafter.) I have killed people like you, I kill and will be killing again. (There is steel in his voice.) Uncle Vitya, master of sports and classical wrestling. (with a sweet smile) Hello, my precious. (He tries to kiss Izolda, but she tries to avoid him.)
Izolda: (Automatically stuttering like Victor.) Hello.

Victor: (Trying to look over her shoulder.) Is Mika at home?

Izolda: No, he isn’t.

Victor: Who is that dealing with the bed-pan then? 

Izolda: It is somebody quite different!

Victor: He looks like Mika’s twin brother. Hello, Mika. Sorry, I am late. It is dangerous out in the streets. Don’t go out, it’s dreadful! You are too weak.
(He moves Izolda aside and enters the room.) I had passed some dangerous places and when I got near here, I was too busy thinking, relaxed, and went five blocks past your door. So I had to come back again. Then I met someone – it’s a surprise, a dessert so to say.
(He laughs loudly and unpleasantly.) Then I remembered that you are here starving while I have money on me and geniuses should be fed. I’ve brought some wine and some food. I don’t know when my boys are going to bring in supper.
(He addresses Michail.) Well, have you managed to do anything with the game?

Old Woman: Iza-aa!

Izolda: Mother, you have just …

Michail: I emptied the bed-pan. Her bed was soaking wet.

Izolda: You can’t even do that properly.

Victor: He can do far better things than that! He is a genius! How is the old girl? Yes, I see, I see, she is still alive. She isn’t ill, is she? (peeping  into her cradle) 

(The old woman is shouting.)

Victor: She is pissing.

Izolda: She always pisses when she is frightened.

Victor: What a dear old thing!

Old Woman: Iza-aa!

(Izolda and Michail are going through the familiar ritual again. Victor is looking attentively at Izolda’s stockings. The ritual comes to an end.)

Victor: Izolda, you are looking lovely, a real vision.

Izolda: Unfortunately, Victor, nobody but you appreciates that.

Victor: They are rude ignorant people  then, don’t pay any attention to them. The main thing is that I appreciate you and, believe me, not everybody has that honour. Oh, how lovely your legs are and how altogether beautiful you are. Marry me! You won’t find another husband like me.

Michail: I tried today …

Victor: So what do you think about it then, young  lady.

Michail: Victor, stop it. Come and look at the situation with the chess game.

Victor: I can’t think of anything else, my brother, I am bewitched by this femina.

(Izolda leaves the room. Victor laughs.)

Michail: Now she is offended and won’t allow us to work.

Victor: How can anyone work on an empty stomach?

(He takes bread, sausage, cheese and wine out of his bag and puts it all on the table.)

Victor: Call femina and let’s have a feast and then we’ll start working. Don’t be in such a hurry, I feel like working hard today. We have a lot of work to get through.
(addressing Izolda) Izolda, where are you, my orchid? The table is already set!
(Izolda appears in a black, floor-length dress, without any make-up on her very pale face.)

Victor: O-o-h! You are even more beautiful this way. Now you appear somewhat more formal. Mind you, many kinds of clothes emphasise the primordial nakedness of a woman. To the table,  my friend Mika. A fool said that a genius should be hungry. Treat yourself, too, nymph.

(Pours himself a glass of wine and without taking off his boots  lies on the double bed. Izolda and Michail are eating greedily.)

Izolda : What about you, Victor?

Victor: I am on a wine only diet.

Michail: (not stopping chewing) It’s a pity you are not eating, Victor. Everything is so delicious. Wherever did you find such tasty cheese? The wine enhances it so well. I understand the French now, they are enthusiastic about food. And  in Georgia? In Georgia, they too love cheese with wine. I would gladly live in Georgia. And the sausage, it is so tender. I remember eating such delicious sausage in my childhood. It was called doctor’s sausage. This one is bit different, but reminds me that one from my childhood. You must have spent a great deal! However, but we are now …

Izolda: How much do we owe you? Don’t be shy, tell us, we’ll pay you back later on, the salary is delayed.

Victor: Tut, tut, don’t give it another thought? I am treating you from my heart. I became rather rich lately.

Michail: Well, then join us, please or we’ll feel uncomfortable.

Victor: Don’t be shy, my friends, I really am on a wine diet.

(Comes up to the table, pours some more wine and lies on the bed again.)

Old woman: Iza-aa!

Izolda: As you wish, I won’t bother with her until I’ve finished eating.

Michail: She will wait.

Victor: I’ll find out what she wants.

(He gets up from the bed and comes up to the cradle. The old woman is shouting)

Victor: It looks like she is pissing.

Izolda: (not stopping eating) She is always pissing.

(Victor lies on the bed again.)

Victor: I very much like to watch people eating. When people are eating food, they reveal themselves without noticing it. They are quite defenceless at that time and naïve like a child. I am not about to make any of those rude observations which allow us to judge how hungry a person is. But there are subtle traits of character, inclinations, status, etc, which are revealed. One can tell, by the way a person eats, exactly what nationality he is and the district in which he was born. He may not speak a word. The chewing sounds of his mouth are, how shall we say, hypnotic. There is a special aura about a chewing person. It is not difficult to tell a malicious, kinky man from some kind, innocent man, a rake from a bore. Go along to the canteens, restaurants, buffets, cafés, just watch. I assure you, hairdos, dresses, even manners are deceptive, a head and hands over a plate will never mislead you. If the subjects have their backs to you, you can tell from their ears, the backs of their head, their elbows. You will never confuse a gambler with a clumsy oaf, or an austere woman and a flighty one. If the subject is facing you, you are in an even better position, you can see their eyes, fingers and mouth. The mouth betrays them in a fraction of a second when it is fighting with a beefsteak and can remove any doubts about the essence of the owner. If I could, I would make my observations all round the clock. It is very pleasant and instructive.

Izolda: (with her mouth full) Well, that’s not the way it should be done, Victor. We are eating and you are analysing us and are seeing through us.

Victor: Well, my dear friends, you are not an enigma to me. I was talking about the peculiar eaters in restaurants, canteens …

Michail: … buffets, cafés…

Victor: Yes, exactly, buffets, cafés.

Michail: Have some more wine.

Victor: Yes, you are right,  I was talking and forgot about the diet.

(He comes up to the table and pours some more wine.)

Old woman: Iza-aa!

Izolda: Mother, wait a bit!

Michail: We’d better leave some food for her, Izolda.

(The cradle starts to move. The old woman’s head appears, then her hands. She flops out of the cradle and finds herself on the floor. She is in an old night-dress and a crumpled bed-cap. She is very skinny, but her eyes are lively. The old woman stands up clumsily and staggers over to the table. The eaters are petrified! They do not move. The old woman bundles everything that was on the table into the tablecloth. Then she walks back with it all to her cradle again.) 

Old woman: Civil war, civil war, civil war.

(Victor is the first to react to what happened. He laughs till there are tears in his eyes.)

Izolda: What was it?

Michail: It was mother.

Izolda: Is she walking?

Victor: (trying to suppress his laughter) It’s that caffeine. It’s a miracle remedy. Has she had much of it today?

Izolda: Is she walking?

(The old woman’s head appears again.)

Old woman: Iza-aa! (She is holding out a piece of sausage to Izolda.) Iza, take it.

Izolda: She is mocking us. How many years has she been pulling our leg?

Michail: She is simply starting to recover. That is wonderful!

Victor: Coffee and starvation, coffee and starvation. Exclusive  results.

Michail: Mother is starting to recover, starting to recover. (There are tears of emotion in his eyes.)
Izolda: How many years have you been deceiving us, mother?

Michail: What are you saying, Izolda? It’s happiness, what happiness!

(Michail rushes to the cradle, kneels. The old woman feeds him from her hands. Victor is laughing)

Izolda: Just to think of it, so many years!

Victor: (not stopping laughing) Mika, peep into her cradle, is there any wine left for my diet?

Michail: (with his mouth full) Victor, friend, what a miracle, mother  is alive! Very soon she’ll recover completely and we’ll have long evening talks as it used to be. Mother would tell us stories from history, from the history of our family. Izolda, dear Izolda, come here to mother, quick. Let’s take each other’s hands. Look, she offers you a piece of sausage. (weeping)

(There comes the familiar sound of the pipes.)

Old woman: Iza-aa!

(Michail lowers his head sadly, stands up and slowly walks away from the cradle.)

(pause)

Izolda: What?

Michail: She has pissed herself.

Izolda: Well, let her go and clean herself.

Michail: How can you, how can you, Izolda, you louse?!

Izolda: Idiot! (Going through the ritual.)

Michail: She ate a lot. She ate too much and became weak. Everything returns to its original position.

Victor: It’s not the way it should be done. One should get used to food gradually.

(Izolda returns with the table cloth. Michail goes to wash the bed-pan.)

Izolda: (Spreading out the table cloth.) Come here, Victor, there is some wine left.

Victor: Great, I won’t break the diet. (Takes a glass of wine from Izolda. Michail comes up to the table gloomily.)

Izolda: You can’t have any more food. 

Michail: (wiping his tears) Why not?

Izolda: You must go to feed the elephant at once to shut him up at last.

Michail: (with a sigh) You know it is impossible.
Izolda: I don’t know and don’t want to know anything about it. I don’t wish to hear him any more. What if the old woman learns to go to the toilet by herself?

Victor: In that case, my angel, you will have to listen to her stories throughout the long winter evenings.

Izolda: That’s true.

Michail: Oh, how wonderful it will be! And yet, Victor, what was it? An  obsession?

Victor: No, an enlightenment.

Michail: What do you mean?

Victor: You all heard her saying ‘civil war’.

Michail: What did she say?

Victor: She said ‘civil war’.

Michail: Ah, that? It is her reminiscences, memories. In her last years, when she could talk, she lived in her past, her youth, I would say her early childhood.

Victor: Now we are talking of the present.

Michail: But she doesn’t go out of the house. How can she know?

Victor: That’s why I say it dawned upon her. I think if you keep her on caffeine, such situations will happen again. Just listen to what the old woman will say. May be the truth will be revealed. And it won’t interfere with us in our work, Mika.

Michail: Yes, Victor, that’s true. Do you hear? Maybe she will tell us the solution to our chess game.

Victor: (enigmatically) Maybe. Very likely. Well, you go on eating. We’ll talk about our work later.

Michail: Wouldn’t it be nice?

Victor: Well you see, you do not appreciate the old girl! 

Michail: Why, we’ll be looking after her day and night. We won’t sleep, we’ll be listening. It’s true, isn’t it, Izolda? May be she will say something all of a sudden. Not only ‘something’ but the very essence,  the truth. Isn’t it so, Izolda?

Izolda: Idiot.

Michail: OK. I am an idiot, but I’ll sacrifice anything to reach Harmony. If only I could find the clue. You see, if we are here in our humble hole filled with rags, yellowed sheets, smelling of old woman's urine, where there have been no feelings for long time, where a flower, even if it were here, would shrivel up; if in this god-forsaken place in this dreadful city, we could find Harmony, there behind the door, everything would change. On the whole, people are not so bad. You, Izolda, you Victor, and even I - though I bring only misfortunes upon you. There is no Harmony, though, you know, none. Nobody knows the recipe, but we have a chance. We have a very advanced form of chess, cubes, as you call them. After solving the chess problem, we’ll tell everybody how to solve it correctly, that there is a key word or word combination. Everything will change then, absolutely. Then we’ll be able to love each other. Do you hear me, Izolda?

Victor: Do not distract the nymph.

Michail: Izolda, do you hear me?

Victor: She doesn’t hear anything now. She is hungry.

Michail: Oh, my! Nobody will listen!

Victor: Don’t you understand, Mika, everything depends on consuming food?

Michail: What?

Victor: On consuming food.

 Michail: Oh, no. Food should be eaten only when necessary. Like us now. We are hungry so we eat. If I were not hungry, would I eat, just to kill the time? Never! There are more important things like creativity, philosophy.

Victor: But tell me sincerely, one can’t think when one is hungry, can one?

Michail: That’s true. Of course, one can’t think productively, but if you make an effort …

Victor: Why should one have to make an effort? One should eat and that’s all there is to it.

Michail: You can’t achieve anything without making an effort. When I try hard to do something, I can do unimaginable things that I couldn’t do if I hadn’t made an effort.

Izolda: You are a chatterbox!

(In the meanwhile, an old Hindu man appears, barefoot, in his national dress. His is holding a kind of musical instrument that looks like a flute. He stands motionless and, spellbound, watches the others eating.) 

Michail: Don’t listen to her, she is always contradicting herself and me too. Take today for example: do you know what happened? Today, I had some success besides the chess problem. What else could I do?

Victor: It’s interesting.

Michail: You won’t believe it, but Izolda agreed …

Izolda: What did I agree to?

Michail: Izolda, may I reveal our little secret?

Izolda: I don’t know what you mean.

Michail: Everything started with an unusual thing, Izolda bought herself a new pair of stockings. You know it is the fashion now – pink with roses.

Izolda: (astonished) Michail, whatever are you talking about?

Michail: Wait, don’t interrupt me now. I don’t want to talk about stockings.

Izolda: Mika! 
Michail: The stockings are not so bad really. I never complained about her making unnecessary purchases, but she is a woman.

Izolda: Idiot!
Michail: I won’t say anything more about stockings, but when I make an effort, I could achieve something. (enigmatically) What do you think?

Victor: Really?

Michail: I could achieve …

Izolda: Stop, I say.

Victor: Go on, go on!

Michail: ... her participation in our game.

Victor: Oh, dear me!

Michail: Can you imagine …?

Izolda: Idiot!

Victor: Is it true? Beauty from the most beautiful?

Izolda: (blushing) Yes.

Victor: What did they cost?

Michail: It isn’t money that bothers us.

Izolda: They weren’t expensive - second-hand.

Victor: Are they really that good?

Izolda: They are a nice colour.

Michail: I don’t understand. What are you talking about? It seems to me, Victor, that you haven’t really understood what I have been telling you.

Victor: I understand very well. Izolda bought new stockings and I, being a gallant cavalier and a man who loves this nymph, would like to see this purchase. Let the best of models show them to us. (laughs)
Michail: (with relief) So you are pulling my leg.

Victor: (continuing laughing) Here is your composition, brother.

Michail: Yes, she really agreed, she got interested in it.

Victor: Come off it, Mika! She is a woman. She is a woman, neither more nor less – that’s all that can be said about it. Kindly accept her as a woman, not as a chess player. Just think, what do your compositions mean to her. She wants love. Isn’t that true, divine one?

Izolda: (to Michail) Much more than carrying bed-pans and listening to what an idiot says.

Michail: What a shame, what a shame!

(A rattle is heard. The old woman is crying out. The old Hindu man starts playing his flute. Izolda and Michail look at the stranger in amazement.)

Victor: Oh, I forgot. Talking to you, I forgot about my surprise.

Izolda: Who is that?

Victor: I would like to introduce my friend from far-off India. A refugee, I think. I was walking on the way here to you and saw such a scene: this man was playing his flute, some boys were throwing stones at him and he paid them no attention. I thought what good luck this was. This will be a surprise for my dear friends. I will take this representative of an ancient civilisation along to them. That will allow him to have some respite from our dreadful streets and he must have somewhere to sleep at night. You know, there is shooting in the streets. He might be killed, heaven forbid! So be kind to him. Even though we think it is bad here, it is even worse for them there. So you see - Hindus are appearing here. 

Michail: How do you do.

Victor: He doesn’t speak a word of Russian. It’s useless trying to talk to him, but, you know, he understands everything. We found a common language very quickly. Mika, I thought that he might be able to help us in our game. It won’t be difficult to teach him and, if he can’t make head or tail of it, he will support the game with his ancient music. It’s just in the spirit of the composition. Isn’t that true, stranger?

(Looking at the food, the Hindu agrees and nods his head.)

Michail: We had better give him something to eat.

Victor: What? He is a Yogi. They do not need any food. He is not like those of us who love our stomachs.

Michail: He is an interesting man.

Victor: Would you expect me to bring someone who wasn’t interesting?

Izolda: (in some consternation) Where is he going to sleep? We haven’t any room for him, Victor.

Victor: For one thing, they can sleep standing up; they don’t need room to lie down. In the second place, it is for one night only and then he is for the road. Russia is vast. There are many other cities which he hasn’t seen yet. Isn’t it so, stranger?

(The Hindu nods his head in agreement.

Michail: He is an interesting person.

Victor: I think he will be able to help look after the old girl. They don’t mind unpleasant smells. In other words he won’t interfere with us at all. We’ll put him next to the old woman.

(Victor takes the old man over to the cradle.)

Victor: Let him play something and she will fall asleep listening to the music. You see, he is useful after all.

Old Woman: Iza-aa!

(Izolda and Michail stop eating and go through the familiar ritual. The Hindu watches them with curiosity.) 

Victor: The only thing I’m afraid of is that those boys from the street might have followed him. They might break in and spoil the game - they liked his clothing. OK, OK. It will all come right in the end. Isn’t that true, stranger? 

(The Hindu nods his head. Somewhere close by there is the sound of a gunshot.)

(The Hindu falls to the floor. Victor helps him up.)

Victor: Don’t be scared, stranger. (gesticulating) It is getting dark now and it was very far away. It is not dangerous - just an ordinary matter. Somebody killed someone or shot himself. It is getting late. (addressing Izolda) The stranger got frightened. (to the Hindu) Go on, go on playing.

(The Hindu carries on playing obediently. Victor stops him all of a sudden. Bends over the cradle.)

Victor: Did you hear something?

Izolda: No!

Victor: It seems as if she said something.

(Michail rushes to the cradle. Tries to see if he can hear anything.)

Michail: I don’t hear anything, no. It seemed to you she spoke, didn’t it?

Victor: As if she whispered something.

Michail: How come you did not hear? It is so important! You have to concentrate, you have to be on the alert.

(Izolda lights a cigarette. Michail lights a cigarette.)

Izolda: (in an armchair) Stop smoking your disgusting cigarettes in the room. I can’t breathe. You know I suffer from asthma. Go out into the corridor and smoke there. How many times must I repeat one and the same thing?

(Izolda nods off)

Victor: (addressing the Hindu.) Go on playing, stranger. Go on playing quietly.

Michail: An interesting person. It would be nice to teach him rules of composition. He thinks quite differently from us. Their mentality is quite different. Their time flows differently. What am I talking about, ‘It would be nice to teach him rules of composition’? It’s not we who have to teach him, but he who has to teach us. It was they who invented chess.

Victor: But we have surpassed them in the art of playing. 

Michail: That is true. Certainly.  But it is a paradox. Well, if I make an effort I can explain that paradox.

Victor: It would be interesting.

Michail: Are they an ancient civilisation?

Victor: Ancient.

Michail: And we are young, aren’t we?

Victor: Quite young.

Michail: They made a U-turn.

Victor: How come?

Michail: Everything is moving along a vertical ring. Haven’t I shared my discovery with you?

Victor: I am hearing about it for the first time.

Michail: So, everything moves not along a spiral but in a circle – a vertically placed ring. They made a semicircle and now they naturally return to the initial point. We are somewhere in the middle of the semicircle. It happens that they are just now rising to that plateau from which we have already slid down in our wish for perfection. Perfection  in everything - including chess.

Victor: You are genius. We’ll make the composition. I feel it.

Michail: We are bound to. It’s a ‘must’.

Victor: We don’t need any strangers. Let them play flutes. (quiet oriental music) 

(Izolda is sleeping in her armchair still holding her cigarette. Michail and Victor are dreaming silently. A big vulgar looking woman with a hunting gun rushes into the room. That is Lyolya. The Hindu falls on the floor.)

Lyolya: What a zoo! I am as hungry as a hunter! It smells good! What a time to arrive!

(Izolda wakes up startled.)

Izolda: Lyolya, darling! You have heard my inner voice!

(Izolda hugs Lyolya.)

Victor: ‘A person with a gun’. That’s very apt.

Michail: There won’t be any composition now.

Victor: Why? What’s wrong?

Michail: This is Lyolya, our family’s misfortune. It’s because of her we are not man and wife any more.

Victor: That’s amazing! A remarkably exclusive specimen!

Lyolya: There, there. (to Izolda) Stop hugging me. I see they have offended you here. Give me something to eat first, hostess, and then we’ll hug and make out what is what.

Michail: Everything is ruined.

Victor: On the contrary. The match is promising to be interesting. The parties are equal!

Michail: She hates advanced chess as much as Izolda does.

Victor: We’ll start with an ordinary, simple, amateur game.

Lyolya: Who is that there on the floor? He’s a Hindu, isn’t he?

Izolda: He’s a refugee, attracted by our light.

(Michail helps the Hindu up very carefully. There is solidarity amongst all the oppressed of the world in his eyes.)

Lyolya: Have you received your inheritance from your aunt in Odessa?

(Lyolya comes close to the Hindu and stares at him. There is fear in Hindu’s eyes. There is hatred in Michail’s eyes. Victor is smiling.)

Lyolya: I see, you’ve started taking in refuges. No comment! He plays the flute, doesn’t he?

Michail: It’s not a flute, it’s a folk instrument, you should know that.

Lyolya: How can I know about such things, with my hen’s brain? It looks like you estimate my intellectual level too high.

Michail: Actually, I have no time to deal with such an unproductive task.

Lyolya: Well, well, a nightingale sings!

Victor: (Comes up to Lyolya.) I have killed people like you, I kill and will be killing again. Uncle Vitya, master of sports in classical wrestling.

(Lyolya is not impressed. Michail, covering his mouth with his hand, is giggling quietly.)

Lyolya: (pointing the gun at Victor) That’s a rather nasty way of introducing yourself. Start again from the beginning.

Izolda: (referring to Victor) He is just kidding - he is always kidding like that when he meets someone. He is a nice chap really. He brought all  this feast for us.

Lyolya: (lowering the gun) That’s a different matter altogether! You must be rich then! 

Victor: If you are referring to the food, (looks at his watch) I have ordered more. My boys will be bringing it in half an hour or so. I think you will like it.

Lyolya: Oh, the boys will be bringing food, eh? I can see I am dealing with someone who knows what is important.

(Lyolya is scrutinising Victor carefully. Now a lorgnette would be appropriate for her.)

Michail: I have never seen anyone so filled with a sense of their own importance! I mean a female, of course.

Lyolya: Izolda, ask this creature to keep quiet.

Izolda: Don’t pay any attention to him, he’s a complete idiot.

Lyolya: (addressing Victor) Do you have an expensive car?

Victor: I prefer walking.

Lyolya: (touching his hump) I understand. What is to be done? I also am trying to lose weight, but nothing helps.

Victor: A wine diet.

Lyolya: Excuse me, a what?

Victor: I say a wine diet is very good for you. Nothing else except wine,  preferably red, for ten days.

Michail: How much wine is necessary?

Izolda: Mika, stop it at once. Go and play with your cubes.

Lyolya: Oh, you are still playing, are you?

Michail: It is none of your business!

Lyolya: Why not? I will watch the proceedings with pleasure. I’ll be very attentive. Attentiveness is an integral part of my profession.

Victor: And what are you by profession, if it is not a secret?

Lyolya: I am a professional hunter. I go around the fields, woods and, more often, around the city. I watch different creatures. I decide which are out of their proper place in the order of things, which spread contagious diseases or are themselves infected, which interfere with the lives of decent people, which don’t allow others to live quietly and play with their cubes – I do the best I can help. I’m a scavenger, a sanitary officer to some extent. I am dreaming of killing an elephant some day.

Michail: That is very cruel! You are inhuman! It is getting late actually …

Lyolya: So what! You were going to stay up late tonight.

Michail: How do you know that, did Izolda ring you?

Lyolya: My dear, I know all about everything. I hear perfectly well. Hunters must have perfect hearing.

Michail: (worriedly) What did you hear?

Lyolya: I heard everything.
Michail: Did you hear something unusual?

Lyolya: Yes, I did hear some unusual sounds.

Michail: Do you know who made them?

Lyolya: Of course!

Michail: You wouldn’t dare to do it!

Lyolya: I will!

Michail: Izolda, did you mention it?

Lyolya: Nobody said anything to anybody. I told you my hearing is perfect.

(Michail holds his head in his hands and screams.)

Michail: How could you, Izolda, how could you?!

Izolda: Take no notice of him, Lyolya, he will get excited and spoil our evening. Did you hear the shot in the street?

Victor: Yes, someone fired a gun.

Lyolya: It was me.

Victor: Who were you shooting at, if it is not a secret?

Lyolya: I was scaring away some hooligans. I saw some lurking around your door. I asked them what they were doing. They started swearing. I got upset but they ran away. I don’t think I shot anyone. It was dark. It’s a pity.

Victor: They came for the Hindu.

Lyolya: What did they want to mess about with him for?

Victor: They liked his clothing. They won’t stop. (to the others) Before long, they will return armed.

Izolda: What a nightmare! Is the door locked?

Lyolya: It was open, otherwise how could I have come in without knocking?

Michail: They will break the composition, won’t they?

Izolda: Stop talking. Go and lock the door.

(Michail leaves, tip-toeing noiselessly out.)

Victor: That won’t help. They can open such doors in no time at all.

Izolda: Lyolya has a gun. They won’t dare come in here.

Victor: They will do anything for such clothes as these. There are so many of them out there.

(Michail returns.)

Michail: I heard everything. Tell me honestly, Victor, is our situation really hopeless?

Victor: There are no hopeless situations. My boys will come soon.

Michail: I hope to goodness they get here soon.

(Michail starts to tear the dresses off the walls and to cover the cubes with them. Izolda tears the dresses out of his hands and starts to hang them up again.)

Michail: Tell me, Victor, is it really that dangerous in the streets? I haven’t left the house for a long time.

Victor: Never be scared of what is going on out there. Rather, be afraid of what is going on in here.

Lyolya: You are a clever man, Uncle Victor, master of sports and classical wrestling.

Michail: I hate the idea that someone might break into our home.

Izolda: What can they take? (She points to the dresses.) They are out of fashion.

Michail: They will ruin everything, they will ruin everything.

Izolda: Calm down, Mika, nobody will take your cubes from you.

Lyolya: Stop this hysterics!

Michail: When will your boys get here, Victor?

Victor: Very soon now, don’t worry.

Michail: (addressing Lyolya) Is your gun a real one?

Lyolya: Shall I show you?

Michail: It’s a mad world; it’s a mad world! Everything is topsy-turvy. Everybody is hating everyone else. Very soon, they will all kill one another. We won’t make it in time. You see, Victor, we won’t be able to change anything.

Lyolya: Who is talking about mad people?

Michail: Be quiet, you can’t understand what’s going on.

Lyolya: Poor Izolda! You have had to put up with all this for so many years …

(The familiar sound is heard. Michail grows pale.)

Old Woman: Iza-aa!

(A loud knock is heard at the door.)

ACT 2:
(There are guns in the foreground of the stage and a big artificial canon. Everything is ready for serious defence. There are a lot of various dishes on the table. The old woman is in the cradle. The Hindu is near the old woman. Victor is walking about with a bottle of wine. The rest are eating.)

Victor: As I told you, those are my boys. They have brought the food.

Michail: That was frightening, don’t you agree? That  knock! It could have been them! I personally was sure that it was the hooligans! I am still frightened.

Lyolya: You can’t be frightened with me present.

Izolda: All is well that ends well.

Victor: Let me continue with the explanation. So, Lyolya, everything starts with the definition.

Lyolya: (not stopping eating) Yes, yes, honoured Victor, I am all attention.

Victor: By definition, chess is a game with black and white figures and pawns on the board which has sixty-four chequered squares. The main idea of it is that each of two players is striving to checkmate the king of the opponent. This game is also considered to be a kind of sport. Mika has gone further. He threw away all the conventions with the figures and pawns. He imagines that the figures and pawns are individuals, who are simply not aware that they are, in fact, just figures. Everyone who manages to understand the main rules of Mika’s chess, can become a player - make a composition. That includes everyone who lives (or merely exists) under the Sun: you, me and Mika himself. At the same time, they all remain figures to beat or be beaten. That is the essence of all everyday problems. The main task of the player is not to mate this or that opponent, but build up to the check. Mika has opened up the space, making cubes three-dimensional, so that nobody could attack anybody. The situation is that of a stalemate - peace, calmness, everyone loves everyone else.

Michail: Tell them about the edges of the cubes.

Victor: The sharp edges of the cubes make the problem complex.

Michail: They are dangerous.

Victor: They are dangerous because one can be cut or injured by them.

Michail: They are always aimed at either you or at each other. The heart of the matter is not that we are all now free to say or to do whatever we want, but that the cubes have sharp edges. In a favourably-made composition the edges will stop being a threat to themselves and to all of the rest of us.

Victor: But the truth is that then we won’t be able to say what we want or do what we want …

Michail: Well, we won’t want to do what we want, that is.

Victor: Peace and calmness.

Michail: And everyone loving each other, and Izolda and me, right, Izolda?

Izolda: Idiot.

Lyolya: Hush, hush.

Victor: As you see, there are only eight cubes here. Mika seriously simplified the task. He considered that the sixty four is too much, one can get lost.

Michail: Two is too few for a composition.

Victor: Eight is just right.

Michail: The ideal number for a game.

Victor: We are pressed for time because someone, we do not know who, may already be ahead of us and mate us at any minute.

Michail: Nothing else but the proposed end of the world.

Victor: Those are the serious problems we are expected to solve.

Lyolya: How will you know when the composition is favourable?

Michail: I do not know whether we may trust you.

Victor: I think this is a point of no return, Mika. We opened. Now we are partners. As far as Lyolya’s profession is concerned, hunters are also human beings and nothing human is alien to them. They also strive for Harmony in a peculiar way though, but they do strive.

Izolda: What would it be if Lyolya did not appear in time with a gun? The burglars would break into the house. You did not think about that, did you?

Michail: Yes, you are right. You are certainly right. It is a bit scary, however.

Lyolya: ‘If one is scared of wolves, one doesn’t go into woods’.

Michail: But that is only a proverb. Tell me, Lyolya, could you shoot a wolf if it were not a threat to you?

Lyolya: While you are thinking about whether there is a threat, it will bite your leg, Mika.

Michail: Do you see, Victor? Instinct is stronger than the lust for truth with her.

Victor: But the game is not over. What do you think, if the composition proves to be all right, will she be able to be governed by her instincts?

Michail: I think, not.

Victor: What is the purpose of the game then?

Michail: Yes, yes, you are right. You are certainly right. It is scary, however.

(The feast goes on.)

Victor: So, Mika, have you decided?

Michail: I have no way out. Lyolya, promise  that you will try to overcome your instinct.

Victor: There is no need to promise anything. What will be will be.

Michail: OK, I agree. Otherwise there is really no purpose to the game then.

Victor: So?

 Michail: Let it be.

Lyolya: So?

Michail: An elephant.

Lyolya: What, elephant?

Michail: This is so simple. I have told you everything. It was not easy, but I’ve said what I have said. If you don’t understand, then remain ignorant. That’s your destiny.

Victor: Wait, don’t be cross. You have been thinking about the composition for many years and Lyolya only started to approach it.

Michail: Let her play amateur chess with a flat chessboard, there are also elephants there.

Victor: You are so nervous, you really are, like all geniuses. I am explaining, Lyolya. If the composition proves to be all right, the world will see one of the chess figures. In Michail’s opinion it should be an elephant. Taking into consideration the fact that Mika is close to the solution of the composition, the elephant is quite close, nearby.

Lyolya: Where is it?

Izolda: (mocking) It is here, behind the wall. Day and night it wants to eat and drink.

Lyolya: Is that true, Mika?

Michail: Don’t play the fool, Izolda told you everything long ago. That’s why you came tooled up.

Izolda: I swear I did not tell anything to anybody. (Winks to Lyolya.)
Lyolya: I have only just heard about the elephant for the first time, really.

(Victor is smiling sarcastically.)

Michail: (Not paying any attention to the signs of those present.) Didn’t you hear anything?

Lyolya: I heard something, but I thought it was the drain pipes.

Michail: I told you, Victor, that it was impossible. They do not want to understand anything. Even now after  everything was explained. They are simply dangerous.

Victor: Don’t be in a hurry. Patience,  my friend, patience.

Lyolya: What if we take a hammer and chisel, break down the wall and see if there is an elephant there.

Michail: You are a barbarian, Lyolya! You will never change!

Lyolya: I am not suggesting we should shoot through the wall, only look.

Michail: He will go away! He will go away immediately and will never return!

Victor: Breaking the wall is not envisaged by the rules of the game.

Lyolya: It’s a pity. It would be much easier.

Michail: I simplified everything to the limit. I would like to see what you would make of it if there were sixty-four advanced cubes in the game.

Lyolya: What if it turns out to be not an elephant, but a knight on horseback. There are knights in chess and a horse would be neighing, not trumpeting.

Izolda: We can’t call a plumber. We don’t go out at all.

(The feast continues.)

Lyolya: (to Izolda) Yes, Izolda, no one would envy you your life.

Izolda: I forgot when I last bought a new dress.

Michail: All that over again!

Victor: Be quiet, Mika. Let’s go and see what you’ve done with your composition.

Michail: How can we see when there is a canon and guns there? Maybe we’ll remove the canon?

Victor: The attack may start any moment. We must be ready.

Michail: But your boys will warn us, won’t they?

 Victor: They may not be in time. They may run away at the sound of the first shot.

Michail: Why do you have them then?

Victor: There is none better. I chose the best, the most intelligent ones.

Michail: Why will they run away then?

Victor: They will see who is winning - I told you I selected the best. But you mustn’t be afraid. We’ll be able to withstand the attack. I think we’ll manage until the solution of the composition.

Michail: We should not waste time then.

Victor: Certainly.

(Michail moves away from the table. He and Victor are squatting down near the cubes and are discussing the composition quietly).

Lyolya: (Taking advantage of the players’ absence.) I say, Izolda. Everything is now clear about Mika. He is mad and his place is in the mad-house, don’t interrupt me. It’s true. You have been taking pity on him for ages. You should care more about yourself. That hump-back, what’s his name, Victor, creates a more favourable impression; he’s an intelligent man. He can make money. I wonder what is his purpose  in dealing with this insane man.

Izolda: They have been friends since boyhood. They used to sit at one desk together at school. He used to cheat from Mika’s exercise books. They love each other.

Lyolya: Boyhood is boyhood, but so what? Is he listening to all that stream of consciousness out of pity or does he really believe in it?

Izolda: I can’t understand that man. Sometimes, it seems that he sympathises with Mika sincerely, but sometimes I have an impression that he is taking revenge on him for something - that his visits have a double purpose. One way or another, it seems to me, that he is not interested in these foolish cubes at all.

Lyolya: Now tell me honestly, as if you were in church, did he pester you with his suggestions?

Izolda: Well, it is not that he was pestering me … he was courting me.

Lyolya: (whispers) Courting?

Izolda: Kind of.

Lyolya: Listen, maybe he would make a good husband for you. You are not going to live with this mad-man all your life. It doesn’t matter that Victor is not all that handsome. You are not a young girl. It seems to me he is a good person.

Izolda: (She brushes her aside as if from a bad dream.) What? I don’t even dare think about that!
Lyolya: You should dare.
 Izolda: No, no. I am so attached to Mika. We’ve been together for so many years …

Lyolya: Don’t be foolish. Don’t you want to live with a normal person, to eat properly, to change your wardrobe, to get out sometimes, to have a rest from this hell? And if you need a soul-mate, you can always find one. Though, between you and me and the lamp post, disabled men always compensate their drawbacks in some other ways. You only have to believe in yourself and your bright future.

Izolda: What about Mika?

Lyolya: Mika’s place is in the mad-house. He will be better off there. He can take his cubes there. Let him play there. Believe me, it is just the place for him.

Izolda: He won’t go and I can’t do it. I’d wake up every day thinking about him in the mad-house. No, no, I can’t do that. And besides, the flat …

 Lyolya: That is more difficult. They won’t give you the guardianship because you are divorced. It looks like it isn’t on with the lunatic asylum.

Izolda: And what about Mother.

Lyolya: Your mother-in-law has one foot in the grave. She won’t live long, you look after yourself. Well, how can we solve our composition? (laughs) Everyone has his own composition. (pause) Wait a moment, she has one foot in the grave and Mika …

Izolda: You know,  I bought the stockings.

Lyolya: Forget the stockings. Listen, it looks as if I’ve found the way out.

Izolda: (terrified) No, Lyolya, that’s such a sin!

Lyolya: Well, what is to be done?

Izolda: No, Lyolya, whatever we do, it must not be that! I understand that it is a solution by a professional, but I am not going to take that sin on my soul.

Lyolya: You silly thing. It is possible to do it in such a way that nobody will ever know anything about it. Nobody will have any responsibility, so to say.

(pause) 

Izolda: No!

Lyolya: (There appears some excitement in her eyes.) I’ll take all responsibility myself. Victor! (pause) Victor, can I question you for a minute?

(Izolda covers her face with her hands.)

Michail: Lyolya, don’t distract us.

Victor: (to Michail) I’ll be back. (He comes up to Lyolya.)

Lyolya: (flirting) You left us ,Victor, and it has become boring without you.

Victor: We have to finish the composition.

Lyolya: Well, are you lucky with the composition?

Victor: We are close to the solution as never before.

Lyolya: Mika puts the problems. Mika makes a composition. Mika is close to the solution. Mika. Mika. Excuse me, but what role do you play in all this?

Victor: Sometimes, you see, I also have some ideas.

(pause)

Lyolya: Tell me, Victor, you are a well-to-do person, you don’t need anything. The boys bring you food and bodyguard you. Do you need any changes? What do you want to change in your life?

Victor: I want to change many things. Well-being, my dear Lyolya, it isn’t everything. It can bite very deeply.

Lyolya: You are being cunning. You can put up with many things when your pocket is not empty.

Victor: If it were this way! But I am a bit different. Why?

(pause) 

 Lyolya: Are you married?

Victor: No, and never was.

Lyolya: What? Didn’t you ever think about it?

Victor: Why not? I even proposed once.

Lyolya: Who is she, excuse my curiosity?

Victor: (Comes up to Izolda, kisses her hand.) Here is the Queen.

Lyolya: But it looks like that she is already married.

Izolda: Yes, exactly! It looks like that. Victor sees everything, he is a frequent visitor.

Victor: The fact is that Mika and Izolda are divorced and live together just for the sake of their love for the old girl.

Lyolya: (to Victor) So you were rejected, were you?

(pause)

Victor: Mika is not against it. He even said some day that it would be nice for us all to live together. He would not have to worry about Izolda and his mother. We could all see each other every day.

Lyolya: Such strong friendship.

Victor: Yes, we have been friends since childhood. I learnt much from him. He has always been more capable and luckier. (Kisses Izolda’s hand.)

Lyolya: Now you want to thank him by robbing him of his wife.

(pause)

Victor: Well, it’s only a joke. A game.

Lyolya: Every joke is partly a joke and partly serious. You see, Izolda, that’s the way men are. In the evening they propose and in the morning they reject you. You believed him, didn’t you?

(pause)
Victor: I’ll go to Mika and get on with the game. (remains there) Did you two discuss this topic?
Lyolya: Yes, of course.

Victor: So what was the conclusion?

Lyolya: Does it make any sense now? You have refused her, haven’t you?

(pause)

Victor: (to Izolda) What is she talking about, my Orchid?

Izolda: She is saying that you proposed at first and then refused easily.

(pause)

Victor: You are treacherous. Treacherous  women. You are playing tricks on me. (pause) I warn you, I won’t get involved. No way!

Lyolya: Well then, if there is no way, then listen to me. Do you really like Izolda?

Victor: I think Izolda and I can discuss it without any intermediaries. Just us,  by  ourselves.

Lyolya: A-a-a, well, then I wash my hands of the whole affair, so to say. Mika! Come here, have a snack. You are hungry, aren’t you?

Mika: Wait, just one minute.

Lyolya: You haven’t even touched the piglet.

(Michail comes up to the table.)

Michail: Well, why have you left off playing the game, Victor? I am on the edge of solving the problem. There is only a little left to do. We’ll take away the guns and a canon, put the composition and …

(Michail starts eating the piglet with relish.)

Victor: You know, Mika, they were trying to match me.

Michail: Good, how long are you going to remain a bachelor?

(pause)

Victor: Do you know who they were going to match me with?

Michail: No, who is she?

Victor: Your wife; er, your former wife, Izolda.

Michail: Izolda? (Stops for a while, thinks and then starts eating again.) Well, Izolda is a good woman. We lived together for a long time. I can’t say that I was disappointed in her. It will probably make a change! And what about her, does she agree? Izolda, do you agree?

Izolda: So what if I do agree?

Michail: Well, in that case I won’t interfere.   On one  condition only. Victor will live with us. Otherwise you will go somewhere else and Victor won’t come here at all. I know very well, Izolda, how you can draw a man into a net of your problems and I won’t find a partner like him.

(pause)
Izolda: You are talking about it very calmly.

Michail: What should I do? (pause) Victor, what should I do? Have I said something wrong?

Lyolya: You will be interfering with each other.

Michail: Victor, will I interfere with you?

Victor: No, of course, not. Maybe I’ll manage to solve the problem with a big flat, maybe a house, and we certainly … it goes without saying …

Lyolya: While you are deciding the housing problem, I think it is better to live separately. Newly weds, Michail, must live separately for a while.

(pause)
Michail: Who will help me look after my mother?

Lyolya: They will cope with it themselves.

(pause)
Michail: What about me? I have no other house.

Lyolya: There is one very good option.

Victor: (to Lyolya) What option?

Lyolya: It’s a surprise. A surprise  for you, Victor. I have an acquaintance who is a doctor. She works in a hospital. I did a lot for her at one time, provided her with furs, meat and so on. I won’t talk about it now. I could put in a good word for you and arrange a separate ward. There, Mika, you could have three meals a day, all the care you want, peace and quiet . You could take your cubes with you.

Michail: (laughs) Oh, no. The cubes are potent only in the place where the game started. But we’ll finish very soon. Maybe everything will finish itself. Nobody will have to waste time arranging anything.

Lyolya: How long have you been making your composition?

Michail: Very long.

Lyolya: Do you think the newly weds can wait for ages? Then Victor could finish everything you started.

Michail: Who? Victor? (laughs) Victor wouldn’t be able to do it without me.

Victor: What are you saying, Mika?

Michail: The truth. Will you be able to make a composition independently? You don’t believe in the expected result, do you?

Victor: Why do you want to offend me? It was not me who started all the talk about marriage. I was just presented with a fact.

Michail: How come? You proposed to Izolda right in front of me.

Victor: That was a friendly joke … it was ... (pause)
Michail: Is it possible to make jokes about a thing like that? (pause) Victor, I do beg you, don’t offend Izolda, she doesn’t deserve it.

Victor: I did not want to offend anybody. Actually, I have a feeling that someone wants to play a practical joke on all of us.

Michail: No, no, everything is the other way round. It’s not a practical joke. It is something else, just like part of advanced chess. (pause) Forgive me, Victor, I thought badly of you. (pause) It is all the other way round. Everything is much more serious. (pause) There is nothing to forgive you for. You were not aware what you were doing. You were not aware what you were doing. (pause) I am ready to forgive you, well, almost ready. Wait a moment. Just a minute. I’ve come over all queer; let’s forget this story. Forever. (closes his eyes) Now.

Lyolya: Well, Victor, I somehow can’t understand you. Everything is mixed up. Could you, please, decide on just one thing otherwise it is not manly.

Michail: (opens his eyes) Lyolya is being serious, Victor. What kind of hospital is it, Lyolya? Probably it’s a lunatic asylum! 

Lyolya: Not quite. It’s a specialised hospital, but there are separate wards …

Michail: That’s what I am saying. A lunatic asylum. (pause) Well, my friends, I don’t mind.

Victor: Mika!

Michail: I agree. I really want Izolda to be happy. Really! (pause). Yes, but first of all I want to finish the composition. (Continues eating the piglet.)

Lyolya: Will that take you a very long time?

Michail: There is very little left to do.

(pause)

Victor: I don’t understand anything.

Michail: What is there to understand? Go and kiss Izolda.

Victor: (puzzled)
Michail: I want to see whether you kiss well.

Victor: What nonsense you are talking.

Michail: Izolda is a demanding woman. Kissing with her is a science, brother.

(A sharp sound. The old woman cries out. Izolda and Michail are performing the ritual.)

Michail: Actually, Victor, now it’s your turn to take away the bed-pan. It’s time for you to learn. It only seems easy. (very seriously) You won’t leave my mother when I am not here, will you?

 (pause)
Izolda: Mika, stop this farce! You should not be so cruel. Everybody understood that it was a joke, just a joke!

(pause)
Victor: I was not joking. I have very serious intentions. (kneels) Izolda, I propose to you.

(pause)
Lyolya: Bravo! Here is a proper man. Bravo and hurrah!

(Lyolya shoots into the ceiling. Michail drops down dead on the floor).

Hindu: (speaking in correct Russian) I am hungry.

(Nobody notices that Hindu started talking. Izolda is crying.)

Izolda: Why did you shoot him, Lyolya? Mika, wake up!

Lyolya: Unfortunately I shot into the air.

Victor: Mika, get up! Get up! Stop kidding. It was a joke; it’s not true! You will stay with your Izolda. I’ll visit you. We’ll play with the cubes as before.

(Michail remains motionless.)

Izolda: (through her tears) He has always been absolutely obstinate. If he had anything in his head, he would stand his ground.

Lyolya: You mean “lie on the ground”.

Izolda: (to Lyolya) How can you!

Victor: Stand up, Mika, get up!

(Victor bends over Michail, feels his pulse, listens to the beating of his heart. In the meantime the Hindu approaches the table quietly and starts eating hastily).

Izolda: Well, Victor, what’s wrong with him? (pause) Why aren’t you saying anything? (pause)

Victor: Well, of course, I am not a doctor, but it seems to me … it seems to me… he is dead.

(pause)

Izolda: Where is the phone? Where is the phone? I am always losing things … losing things … Oh, my God, what is going on? (pause) Dead? (pause) You say he is dead? Now it’s the damned phone! What’s wrong with the phone? Oh, yes, the phone is out of order. (pause) So he is dead, is he?

Victor: I am not a doctor, but it seems to me … he is dead. But I am not a doctor …

Izolda: So we have to call a doctor!

Lyolya: Are you crazy? What doctor? The house is full of weapons! There is a canon in the house! We’ll all get sent to prison. All of us!

Victor: We can hide the canon.

Lyolya: And where, please, be so kind as to tell me, are you going to hide such a monstrosity in this hole?

Izolda: (not in her right mind) It’s an ordinary flat. Just a normal flat. We can cover it with dresses. There are enough clothes. I won’t feel any regrets about the dresses. They are out of fashion, anyway.

(pause)

Victor: Who killed him?

Lyolya: Killed? Nobody killed him. He died himself, ‘of his own free will’ so to say.

Victor: And what about the hole in the ceiling? And the smell  of the powder?

Lyolya: Do you want to say that I, being a professional hunter, have no right to shoot into the air on a festive day of the engagement of my best friend?

Hindu: Try pouring cold water on him.

(Now everybody switches their attention to the Hindu.) (long pause)

Izolda: Who is that?

Lyolya: Who is that?

Victor: I explained, didn’t I? This is, er, … Who are you?

Hindu: I am a human being.

(pause)
Victor: What kind of human being? You said you were a Hindu?

Hindu: I did not say anything. I could not talk. I started talking only after the shot.

(pause)
Victor: But are you a Hindu?

Hindu: Well, yes. 

Victor: What are you doing?

Hindu: Eating. (pause) I am consuming a meal. Looking at you I got hungry. (pause) Frankly speaking, I have been hungry for a long time, but I didn’t like to say anything.

(pause)
Lyolya: And why do you speak Russian if you are Hindu?

Hindu: I don’t know. Probably now Russian is my native language. What’s the difference? All people are brothers.

(pause)
Lyolya: Well, he is a charlatan! There is a proper rogue before us!

(Izolda faints. Victor rushes to Izolda. The Hindu continues eating.)

Victor: Izolda, wake up! Stand up, Izolda!

Lyolya: Feel her pulse, listen to her heart. She will like that.

Victor: Shut up! She is not well. Maybe even … Of course, I am not a doctor …

Lyolya: No, it’s not what you were thinking of. Women very often faint, too often, I would say.

Hindu: Try pouring cold water on her.

(Izolda opens her eyes and raises herself up on her elbows.)

Izolda: What happened?

Victor: I got so frightened for you, apple of my eye!

Lyolya: What a touching scene!

Hindu: Everything is so delicious! I have not eaten anything for ages!

Lyolya: I didn’t know that Hindus were so gluttonous.

Izolda: Did anybody call a doctor?

Lyolya: There is no need to call a doctor. If he died, he died; if he is not dead, then he will come round.

Izolda: But what if he is not yet quite dead, but may die at any minute?

Hindu: Try pouring cold water on him.

Lyolya: Won’t someone send this rascal back out into the street .

Hindu: I did not do anything bad to you; I was playing music for a long time; I only had a little food, so you must not be cross, you have plenty of food.

Lyolya: Stop! I understand everything now. He is an informant. It was him who tipped off the burglars. Of course. We have to call the police.

Victor: We can’t call the police. There is a corpse in the house.

Lyolya: I say, Victor, it was you who brought him here …

Victor: What are you driving at?

Lyolya: … those boys who brought the supper and that canon! Who are you, Victor? The leader of a gang of outlaws?

Victor: To put it mildly, Lyolya, you hurt me. (pause) I liked you at first, but now you are disappointing me (pause) Michail was my bosom friend. (pause). My position, money, boys - all these (with tears in his eyes) are compensation (pause) for my disadvantages by which nature has rewarded me generously. (pause) Is that clear to you? (pause) Sometimes, my dear Diana, irony is mistaken for causticity, for cynicism. Is that clear to you, dear Diana? I have no real friends. I have nobody but Mika. Do you understand? (pause) I have suffered; I have suffered a lot in this world. And now it is a different world, a kind world. Don’t you see? You are a clever woman, aren’t you? (pause) Just now and before that, you said a lot of bad things, nasty things. (pause) But I am not going to kill you. (pause) Do you know why? (pause) As a matter of fact, you are the same as me. I admit it. (pause) I admit it.

(long pause) (The Hindu rises from the table and starts reciting quite enthusiastically.)

Hindu: 
Glassed on Ganga’s limpid waters brightly shine Hastina’s walls

Queen Draupadi duly honoured lives within the Palace halls

But as steals a lowly jackal in a lordly lion’s den

Base Duryodhun’s humble menial came proud Draupadi’s ken.

“Pardon, Empress”, quoth the menial, “royal Panda’s righteous son,

Lost his game and lost his reason, Empress, thou art staked and won,

Prince Duryodhan claims, thee, lady, and the victor bids me say,

Thou shalt serve him as his vassal, as his slave in palace stay.”

 “Have I heard thee, menial, rightly?” Questioned she in anguish keen,

“Both a crowned king and husband stake his wife and lose his queen,

Did my noble lord and monarch, sense and reason lose at dice,
Other stake he did not wager, wedded wife to sacrifice!”

(Lyolya looks at the Hindu with amazement. A sharp sound. This time an old woman is silent.)

Izolda: Victor, have a look at the old woman. She is silent for some reason.

(Victor fulfils her request.)

Victor: She is asleep. She is breathing evenly and calmly.

Lyolya: (Comes up to the Hindu.) Maybe you are also crazy. What nonsense you were saying just now.

Michail: (raising himself on his elbows) That is ‘Mahabharata’, Lyolya.

Lyolya: (Not quite understanding Michail’s revival, with the same intonation.) Wha-what?

Michail: ‘Mahabharata’, an Indian epic.

(Now Lyolya drops the gun. Michail comes up to the Hindu and strongly embraces him. Lyolya is crossing herself, maybe for the first time in her life, and that is why she does it from left to right.)

Victor: (rushing to Michail) Michail, you are alive, aren’t you?

Michail: I greet you, Brethren! Now we’ll finish the composition all together.

Hindu:
“Drona the enemy? O Yudhishthira what shall we do?



Must we tell a lie or two?”

But Bhima had a cunning plan 

to trick and kill that mighty man.

He went out that very day

great elephant ‘Aswatthaman’ to slay.

Then to Drona he went and cried, 

“Stop the battle, Aswatthaman’s died!”

Drona didn’t believe a word he said 

he thought it meant his son was dead.

So Drona asked Yudhishthira, “Is it true?”

- he’d tell the truth as they all knew.

Yudhishthira (needing victory) clearly said

“Indeed it’s true, Aswatthaman’s dead.”

Under his breath though, he added the word

the ‘Elephant’ – though no one heard.

Michail: (to the Hindu) I knew it, I knew it, you are the very person I need.

Hindu: 
Drona, the mighty charioteer struck with grief, 

that his son was dead was his belief

Before this occurred, Yudhishthira’s chariot, passing by,

was floating on air, four fingers high,

But when he spoke this subtle lie,

it fell to earth, he knew not why.

He thought he’d offended the Pandavas pure

and for that sin there was no cure.

Cheerless, anxious and forlorn,

he rued the day that he was born.

Neither Yudhishthira nor Drona had the will to fight,

so peace reigned through that day and night.

Michail: (enthusiastically) Of course, of course, four fingers. That’s what I lacked! Victor, let’s hurry back to the chess!

(The men are rushing to the cubes. Izolda is intending to faint.)

Lyolya: Enough, enough fainting!

(Lyolya’s words make Izolda regain consciousness.)

Izolda: (A clumsy smile, singing intonation) I am as if in a dream. I do not understand anything.

Lyolya: What can’t you understand?(pause) Men. That’s all there is to it. (pause) They made a compact. (pause) For the sake of abusing us. (pause) Oh, I know men! (pause) They won’t eat honey but will gladly abuse women. I hate them for that. (pause) Do you know why I hate men. (pause) They are treacherous. It only seems to us that we are more intelligent, that we can always twist them round our little fingers. But in fact we ourselves are ‘left with a nose’, so to speak. (pause) They shared you for half an hour. (pause) That’s it. They are bosom friends already! (pause) Now they are playing cubes, you see! (pause) I hate them!

Izolda: Well, you shouldn’t say so.

Lyolya: They hate me and I hate them.

Izolda: They love us.

Lyolya: Are you in your right mind?

Izolda: They love us. They fight for us, make duels.

Lyolya: And that, my darling, is from laziness. They are first class lazy bones!

Izolda: What are you saying? Look. They are working now. My Mika is so diligent!

Lyolya: Your Mika?

Izolda: A labourer. Look, he is making a composition.

Lyolya: A clown.

Izolda: A bit funny, of course.

Lyolya: But he is making a fool of you! A clown,  a jester. Look how he acted as a corpse! Bravo, Mika!

Izolda: No, no. He really was that bad, there was no pulse.

Lyolya: And who was feeling his pulse? His bosom friend. And we were worrying ourselves out of our heads!

Izolda: Were you also losing your head?

Lyolya: What do you think I am made of, iron?

Izolda: No, Lyolya.

Lyolya: “No, Lyolya”. Of course not. (pause) Because I know, they’re in collusion.

Izolda: There is not any collusion.

Lyolya: What’s wrong with you, girl? (pause) Why are you smiling?

Izolda: I am feeling well.

Lyolya: Do you know what, Izolda? I’ll tell you. You do not need anybody. Neither your clown nor his cripple friend. Spit on them. Live like me. Alone.  A mistress of myself. I do not depend on anybody. If I wish I can go hunting, or lie on the sofa all day long, if I wish. Do you want me to teach you shooting? We’ll go hunting together. Shall we?

Izolda: No, it’s not my cup of tea.

(pause)

Lyolya: Listen, move into my place. Let him play with his cubes and old women …

Izolda: An old woman.

Lyolya: We’ll live happily together. I’ll be hunting; you will be cooking. Do you know how much game goes to waste in my household?

Izolda: You could share it with someone.

Lyolya: Do you mean to say I hunt in order to give everything away for nothing? (pause) We won’t let anything be wasted. As for the flat? Spit on it and get rid of it. Your health is much more important.

Izolda: No. (She smiled faintly.) For what purpose have I been putting up with all this for fifteen years?

Lyolya: (with a sigh of relief) Oh, thank God! (pause) Ugh! (pause) It almost seemed to me … Well, thank God!

(pause)

Izolda: We are so different.

Lyolya: Stop it. We are all the same.

Izolda: Everything is not that simple.

Lyolya: It’s very simple. You don’t know how to live, my friend!

Izolda: I might think that you can!

Lyolya: I can, I assure you.

Izolda: What kind of life do you have?

Lyolya: What about you?

Izolda: I am not alone.

Lyolya: Who are you living with now, then? With this person?

Izolda: Yes, with this one.

Lyolya: I wouldn’t have him for anything!

Izolda: You wouldn’t, but I do!

Lyolya: You don’t know what you want.

(pause)

Izolda: Lyolya, I want you to be married.

Lyolya: But to whom?

Izolda: A man.

Lyolya: I just told you I hate them all.

Izolda: You are only pretending.

Lyolya: I tell you, I hate them! 

Izolda: You are pretending!

(pause)

Lyolya: Do you want me to shoot your Mika?

Izolda: Why would you shoot my Mika? Find your own Mika and shoot him, if you want to.

Lyolya: I don’t need any Mika.

Izolda: Well, I do!

Lyolya: Now I will definitely shoot him!

Izolda: I won’t allow you to.

Lyolya: I’ll shoot him, you’ll see!
(Lyolya shoulders the gun and kneeling on one knee takes aim at Mika.)

Izolda: Lyolya, what are you doing?! Pull yourself together!

Lyolya: Don’t interfere with me. I’m hunting.

Izolda: Stop, Lyolya! Mika! Mika!

(There is a terrifying rattle from behind the wall; the room is shaking; a crack appears in the wall. Everybody turns round. The Hindu goes up to the crack and starts playing his pipe. The rattle is repeated again and again. The crack becomes wider and wider. Finally a piece of the wall falls down and the head of an imitation elephant appears. Suddenly  the canon fires. Smoke, streamers, confetti. The room is filled with bright artificial light. A beautiful young woman in a gorgeous old-fashioned dress comes out of the cradle. Everybody applauds. All present come up to the table and recommence eating the meal. The Hindu plays his pipe.)

Lyolya: We should feed the honourable elephant.

Michail: The elephant did a great job and now is having a rest. There is no possibility of feeding him.

Old Woman: The first time I saw an elephant was during the civil war. I was sixteen then. I was impressed by its size.

Victor: (Doesn’t stutter any more.) What impresses me most of all is its slow and confident movements.

Lyolya: We, in our turn, lack confidence.

Michail: I dare say, self-confident people are not always moral.

Lyolya: We all lack morals.

Izolda: We are so often busy with ourselves and there is so much that is useless in us.

Victor: We should think more about the people who are close to us.

Lyolya: Often we say that we take care of those close to us, but in fact we just talk about it.

Old Woman: In former times, people spoke much less. Mostly they gave compliments.

Izolda: Very often we lose love only because we don’t know ourselves well enough.

Victor: If only we could study our own faults, we’d become more tolerant.

Lyolya: We all lack tolerance.

Michail: Tolerance, as the other qualities of our souls, is a talent which not everybody has.

Izolda: Jealousy also arises from that same source.

Victor: Jealousy is like a disease, it gnaws like cancer. How many pernicious deeds have been done by people suffering from this  disease.

Izolda: They are without number. They commit terrible crimes.

Old Woman: In the past the people were even more jealous; probably because their love was brighter.

Michail: Love can’t be measured in any age. It either exists or it doesn’t.

Victor: Very often there are constraints which interfere with love.

Lyolya: Shyness is what hinders us all.

Old Woman: I remember that in the past, shyness was just a sign of good breeding, of good taste. It didn’t hold anyone back. It was just external. But what feelings were burning in the hearts of those people who appeared shy! Not obeying law is the reason for all civil wars.

Lyolya: Disobedience is what handicaps all of us.

Michail: Disobedience is not a characteristic of all mankind. There are people who do not suffer from that vice.

Izolda: But still, disobedience creeps up on us unawares and our souls grow cold.

Victor: Sometimes we forget about the soul. Very often we take care of our bodies, as if we are some ancient Greeks. We are fond of classical wrestling and other sports, but we read very little. There are a lot of ignorant people about.

Lyolya: Ignorance is what holds us all back.

Victor: You know, Lyolya, I am impressed by everything about you. But mostly I like your subtlety of mind. You are a charming woman and a wonderful conversationalist.

(pause)

(Lyolya is evidently confused.)
Lyolya: Tell me Michail, when, by your calculations, will it be time to feed the elephant? It has not eaten for such a long period of time! You know, most of all I like animals, especially big ones, like elephants, for instance.

Victor: A woman who likes animals must love children, too.

Michail: The elephant did a great job and now it is having a rest.

Lyolya: I regret that we did not meet each other before, Victor. When we are talking I feel excited.

Victor: Excitement – something we all rarely experience.

Old Woman: In the past, there was a spirit of excitement in every house, in the streets, among passers by. However, then a lot of cars appeared. There were not so many cars formerly.

Izolda: We kill ourselves by their fumes. We destroy ourselves by their exhausts, not only physically but spiritually too. That’s why there so little room for love.

Michail: I dare say; love is a living substance. When I look at you, Izolda, I feel I am in love.

(pause)

(Izolda is obviously confused)

Izolda: What do you think, Michail, will the elephant show itself when it awakes?

Michail: Of course, it will be with us.

Lyolya: Elephants are very respected and intelligent animals. I am horrified by the fact that there people who can kill them because of their tusks.

Izolda: It is horrible.

Victor: Being killed is a threat to all of us.

Old Woman: Formerly, people died later and lived longer. Take my grandfather, for instance. He died at the age of one hundred and eight years. And to tell the truth, my grandmother, his wife, failed to live to 108 by only two years. And my father died at ninety seven, but Mama lived longer than him, also by a difference of two years. So when she died, she was ninety nine years old.

Izolda: And now people die quite young.

Old Woman: In the past the people danced more. There were often balls. People danced at home, even at an elderly age, and they were not shy about doing it.

Lyolya: Dancing, that’s what we all lack.

Izolda: Do you like Indian music, Michail?

Michail: Very much.

Izolda: What do you think, can we dance along with such music?

Michail: Why not?

Izolda: Why don’t you invite me? Our oriental friend is playing so well. I can close my eyes and see orchids.

Lyolya: I also see orchids when I close my eyes. A very strange coincidence, isn’t it?

Victor: Once I was taught Indian dances.

(Victor and Lyolya, Michail and Izolda make dancing pairs.)

Old Woman: When I close my eyes, I see our old town coloured orange. Yes, it was orange, because I always recollect how it was in spring. The sun was so bright that the windows and the walls of the houses, which were white-washed by lime, were glowing a golden-yellow. Old women were so well-dressed and old men looked so grand. Children made boats and floated them in the sky-blue streams. The sun’s rays were playing on their innocent faces and they were all dressed in little sailor suits – none of them would go to float their boats without them. Girls were all dressed prettily in blue and white - pink dresses were rare. There were brass bands playing. You might think that brass bands are vulgar, but you shouldn’t. Brass bands set the pace - the mood - and everything that happens to us depends mostly on our mood. If a person is sad or irritated, things do not go well for him; but when he is in raptures and light-hearted, he can do anything. There were poor people, too. Of course, there were, but they were quite respectable. It was very difficult to tell whether a person was rich or poor. Eyes were bright. The way your  eyes are now, my dears.

(Cooing and happy, the couples return to their places.)

Izolda: I never thought that it could be so nice dancing to Indian music.

Victor: Lyolya is a magnificent partner, she is a very quick learner.

Michail: (kissing Izolda’s hand) I was in the seventh heaven.

Lyolya: Indian music, that’s what we all lack.

Old Woman: Goodness me, how nice it is when everybody is happy. (with a sigh) It’s a pity that life is almost over. Well, my dears, I’ve been sitting too long. It’s time for me to go home now.

Everyone: (vying with each other) It’s not too late … Stay with us … At least half an hour… we’ll see you off … we’ll be missing you … you can’t leave us … take some sweets with you.

Old Woman: Please, remember my age. It’s not good for me to stay out late and overeating is not good either.
(Old woman makes herself comfortable in the cradle.)

Izolda: How beautiful she is!

Michail: I felt like keeping her with us so much.

(Lyolya sighs loudly)

Izolda: Golden years. Beautiful  life. How much we have seen and how much is ahead of us!

Michail: Ah, how much joy!

Lyolya: Ah, how much joy!

Victor: Of course, anything might happen in life.

Michail: Even the sun has spots.

Izolda: But still, it is the Sun.

(Michail starts laughing. He laughs for a long time and it is contagious. All present are looking at him in amazement. Michail can’t stop laughing. At last all the people calm down.)

Michail: You will laugh, too, when I tell you what just dawned upon me. (in a whisper) It seems to me we are immortal.

(Now everybody laughs. A loud knock on the door. The light goes down. The laughter stops. And there comes a persistent knock again. Nobody moves.)

End.
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