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Alexander Stroganov

Tea Ceremony

A dream in two acts

A dream is both a moment which passes away as soon as deep sleep comes
 and a moment when a child, any child, closing its eyes tries to see itself.
 It closes its eyes and goes to sleep and sometimes a dream commences,
 but sometimes a performance starts.

Arthur Adamov

Dramatis Personae

Boris

Nora

ACT 1

The rain has created a certain sort of atmosphere; it is as if it has been speaking indistinctly for quite a long time, judging by the fact that it will take you a while to become attuned as you need to be by the way in which the tea ceremony is conducted. Only listen and try not to think of anything for a while - until you can see some dim things clearly in the darkness and notice a fairly small, fragrant room into which Boris is about to come.

Now…

One more minute.

Now he comes in as if he is afraid of waking someone up and he tries to take off his shoes quietly. But no, the creaking of slatted wooden floor gives him away. One must admit that this creak is very minor, you would not have noticed it if the quiet rain, the darkness to which you have now become accustomed and the unfamiliar smells hadn’t awakened in you some sensitivity, reminding you about itself. You must agree that this does not generally happen very often, except in moments of danger or fits of love.

As well as you, an invisible musician, who knows a thing or two about oriental music, could also hear Boris. He plays a slow melody as if he is an expert illusionist. Someone else switches on a nightlight and that is why your eyes are not strained.

Ah, that’s what it is!

A woman.

She looks like a Chinese lady.

Yes, it definitely is a Chinese lady of about 30 years old. She bows in greeting, comes up to Boris and helps him off with his wet hat and raincoat.

You can tell at once whether you have seen Boris before. You will easily remember such men. He is older than the woman. Maybe he is 40, or about 40. Skinny with a long face and a big nose. No, that’s not that important. Eyes. His eyes are piercingly silent. Such eyes are imprinted in one’s memory. His hands. There is something unusual about his hands. Yes, he hardly uses them. There is no obedience in them. When he tries to touch something, his fingers are stiff and awkward.

Boris.

That is what Boris is like.

He sits down on a mat near a small table. The Chinese lady leaves.

Boris closes his eyes.

With this, the tea ceremony starts.

Scene 1

The woman is definitely a Chinese lady. Before entering the room with a tray full of things for the tea ceremony, she had changed into traditional Chinese clothes. There are centuries of tradition, calmness and determination - and something hypnotic - in her elaborate gestures. She makes a couple of flourishes over the table. There is the distinctive aroma of tea. Boris remains motionless. Even when the Chinese lady offers the ‘gaiwan’
 to him so that he could enjoy the aroma in full measure, he still makes no move.

Rain and music.

Well, is it really music? It is something more than music, waves of incomprehensible symmetry changing order, colour and shape – and it seems fate itself.

The Chinese lady passes Boris the first tiny cup. He holds it with both hands.

Boris:  A strange fantasy – I didn’t want to wake you up; I just wanted to come into the room and sit in the darkness for a long time. Simply sit.
(The Chinese lady makes as if to leave. Boris stops her.)

Boris:  No, no. That is past already. Now, on the contrary, I don’t want to be alone. Maybe this music has calmed me down. I think many people don’t like this type of music because they have never heard it. Or heard it at the wrong moment, not when it is necessary. They are in too much of a rush. The way I used to be. I was a fool then. Fussing is a kind of greed. Greed consumes enjoyment. Fussing kills taste. That’s the price you pay. Talk to me.

(The Chinese lady is smiling.)

Boris:  Why are you smiling? I asked you to talk to me, not to smile.

Nora:  I am pleased that you wanted to talk. It is the first time for two months.

Boris:  Don’t talk to me about that.

Nora:  Well, what shall I talk about?

Boris:  You know very well. Something abstract, distant from me, from us.

Nora:  It shouldn’t be like that. There is everything in us and we are in everything.

Boris:  Don’t start a discussion. Tell me something and I will listen.

Nora:  A poem?

Boris:  I’ve fallen out of love with poems. Poems constrain you, make you follow them and that is tormenting. Simply speak. I simply want to hear speech. You have a pleasant voice and I want to hear it. I want to get to know you.

Nora:  Knowledge is not speech.
Knowing doesn’t speak, speaking doesn’t know.
They shut their holes.
They shut their gates.
They blunt their sharpness.
They cut their bonds.
They soften their radiance.
They unite their ashes.
This can be defined:
A mystic union.
Reasoning.
You can’t be relative, even if you want to.
You can’t disown it, even if you want to.
You get benefit, even if you want to.
You can’t cause harm, even if you want to.
You can’t be noble, even if you want to be.
You can’t be mean, even if you want to be.

Boris:  What is that?

Nora:  Dao dze tzin.

Boris:  Yes, of course. What is that?

Nora:  Lao Tse.

Boris:  Yes, of course. What is that?

Nora:  The fifty-sixth jiang.

Boris:  It’s a poem. You humiliated me. You thought that I wouldn’t recognise the poem. You have hurt me.

Nora:  Forgive me.

Boris:  You have to be punished.

Nora:  Forgive me.

Boris:  You have to be punished. Don’t you agree?

Nora:  Those are the rules.

Boris:  Yes, those are the rules. The rules for you and for me.

Nora:  I am ready to take my punishment.

Boris:  Are you always ready for your punishment?

Nora:  Always.

Boris:  I don’t want to know why that is so.

Nora:  But you have just said that you want to get to know me.

Boris:  Not that deeply. I am interested only in the external aspect. That is, on the surface. That is what I want to deal with, not wasting my energy. I am not going to explore the labyrinth your mind.

Nora:  Then you know.

Boris:  So are you about that? No, don’t act like an unfortunate girl ‘at the will of circumstances’ and all that stuff. Isn’t that why you are always ready for your punishment? If it were only that, you would have learned to avoid it very long ago. You are very clever. There is something else. Have I guessed correctly?

Nora:  You do not want to go deeply so you ask me not to start a discussion.

Boris:  That’s true. I am not in the mood.

Nora:  That’s what just I would expect.

Boris:  Never. Remember, never ever dare to judge my words and actions. Didn’t they teach you not to do that?

Nora:  Forgive me. I don’t know what came over me. Forgive me. I am ready for my punishment. What must I do?

Boris:  (thinks for a while) You must scald yourself.

(The Chinese lady takes the thermos flask and tips it over her hand.)

Boris:  (excitedly) No, no, only not the hand. (calmly as if he was frightened by his lack of restraint) Your hands are inured to heat. It is better to do it on the inner surface of your thighs. It is definitely better.

(The Chinese lady opens her skirt. She is as cool as a cucumber.)

Boris:  That’s enough.

(The Chinese lady looks at him with surprise and amazement.)

Boris:  That’s enough, I said.

(The Chinese lady puts the thermos back in its place.)

Nora:  Why didn’t you let me do it.

Boris:  It is enough for me that you were willing to do it.

Nora:  But that’s against the rules.

Boris:  That’s enough about that.

Nora:  Has anything changed? New rules? I don’t know anything about that.

Boris:  No, the rules are the same.

Nora:  But what is it then?

Boris:  You have already been punished.

Nora:  It is not a punishment.

Boris:  That I didn’t allow you to scald yourself is the punishment.

Nora:  Why?

Boris:  Because I think that you wanted to do it.

Nora:  No, who wants to scald oneself?

Boris:  Don’t lie to me.

Nora:  (with tears in her eyes) You make me lie.

Boris:  Are you ashamed of your desires?

Nora:  No.

Boris:  What is it then?

Nora:  I think you are really getting to know me.

Boris:  So, what?

Nora:  When you get to know me, you will lose your interest in me. You will lose interest in me and reject me.

Boris:  I’ll do it in such a way that Maya won’t chase after you. You will be free. That is within my power.

Nora:  I can never be free.

Boris:  I promise you that you will.

Nora:  I can never be free.

Boris:  But why?

Nora:  I’d rather not say.

Boris:  You mustn’t have any secrets from me.

Nora:  It is not a secret, it’s understatement. Understatement is an integral part of a woman. All the empty spaces in our bodies are filled with it. This is anatomy and it doesn’t depend on us. I am ready to be punished. Think up some other punishment.

Boris:  Do you think I get pleasure from devising your punishments? No, girl, I am tired of it. I am sick and tired of everything, and besides, today I would like to break the rules. And I will allow you to break them too.

Nora:  But you can’t do that.

Boris:  I want it this way.

Nora:  Everything will perish.

Boris:  What else would perish? Everything perished long ago, for me at least.

Nora:  No, it is only the beginning of everything.

Boris:  The beginning of what?

Nora:  I don’t know, I can’t know this. I feel it. I woke up with this feeling today.

Boris:  I thought that you never slept.

Nora:  It is simply that I have to be ready for a visit at any moment. I only have to sleep a little, but still I sleep.

Boris:  Yes, you are diligent, I know. And far from being a silly thing. You have phenomenal patience.

Nora:  I do not have to be patient.

Boris:  Do you mean to say that this kind of life suits you?

Nora:  Quite.

Boris:  Don’t you have any hatred towards me?

Nora:  No.

Boris:  You are lying. That is punishable.

Nora:  I am not lying now.

Boris:  So are you afraid of punishment?

Nora:  No.

Boris:  I don’t want to make up a name for you today.

Nora:  OK. We’ll do without a name. Just call me ‘A’.

Boris:  No, that won’t do. What is an ‘A’? Tell me what your name is.

Nora:  That is forbidden.

Boris:  I order you.

Nora:  But it is forbidden.

Boris:  Why?

Nora:  It’s bad; bad for me.

Boris:  You will be punished and not the way it was last time, but properly.

Nora:  I am ready for the punishment.

Boris:  Tell me your name please.

Nora:  You don’t have to talk to me that way.

Boris:  Please.

Nora:  What are you doing to me?

Boris:  What are you so afraid of?

Nora:  If I tell you my name every time you address me, I will remember something from my previous life; from my life before you appeared. That life doesn’t exist any more and it should not.

Boris:  I would give anything to remember everything which happened to me before you appeared.

Nora:  If you remember everything you will lose a great deal. Reminiscences should follow in order; they shouldn’t be at your whim.

Boris:  Stop making it a mystery. You may think you know something more about me than you are allowed to know.

Nora:  What? I wouldn’t like it. If someone would try to tell me that, I would close my ears.

Boris:  Why? Women are very inquisitive.

Nora:  Because then I would lose a great deal. It would be much more difficult to conduct the tea ceremony to the end and, besides that, I am not inquisitive.

Boris:  Is it so important?

Nora:  What?

Boris:  To conduct the tea ceremony to the end.

Nora:  There is nothing more important.

Boris:  OK, then. If you won’t tell me your name, I’ll interrupt your ritual.

(pause)

Nora:  Nora.

Boris:  Nora?

Nora:  Yes, it’s a short form of Elenora.

Boris:  Nora. It’s not a Chinese name. Aren’t you Chinese?

Nora:  No. Well, I am Chinese now, but formerly I was not Chinese. I became Chinese. That was necessary and I like it myself. Formerly, my hair was fairer and my eyes were not slanted, but we can’t change our names at will.

Boris:  Why did you want to become Chinese?

Nora:  Chinese ladies are very wise women. I wanted to become a very wise woman. In fact, it was necessary.

Boris:  A woman can’t dream of becoming wise. A happy woman, yes; a beautiful woman, yes; but a wise woman?! Why?

Nora:  Simply Maya dropped the phrase when she was looking for a servant for you.

Boris:  What nonsense! Was she looking for a servant for me? Did she say the word ‘servant’?

Nora:  No, I didn’t put that right. She said something else.

Boris:  So it appears that you assess your own role this way.

Nora:  I don’t know how I should answer.

Boris:  A slave. Aren’t you a slave? (pause) I’m sorry, girl, a bad boy woke up in me. I do not want to offend you. Just the mention of Maya makes me behave like that.
Nora:  I was not at all offended. You called things by their names. I like to be a slave.

Boris:  Don’t talk such nonsense. So what expression did Maya use then?

Nora:  She said that it would be good if the person were Chinese. I liked that idea because that would make me stronger myself. So I had to become Chinese.

Boris:  That is not the way it should happen. You are kidding me.

Nora:  No, it’s quite natural. People change during their lifetimes. Not only internally but externally too. Only they don’t notice it happening. They don’t want to notice it happening.

Boris:  Not of their own volition.

Nora:  It is because they cannot control their wills.

Boris:  Can you control your will?

Nora:  I’m trying to learn how to do that. It doesn’t happen all at once.

Boris:  Nora.

(Nora opens her gown and pours water from the thermos onto her leg. Boris turns pale and then shrieks out loud and faints onto the floor. He lies there for a few seconds. Nora remains motionless – she doesn’t even try to help him. At last, Boris comes round. He returns to his previous position with great difficulty, helping himself up with his elbows.)

Boris:  What have you done?

Nora:  I obeyed your command.

Boris:  I didn’t tell you to do that.

Nora:  So, I misunderstood, did I?

Boris:  Fetch some cold water quickly. We should pour some cold water on your burn.

Nora:  I don’t need anything.

Boris:  Switch off the music.

(Nora leaves the room. The music stops.)

Boris:  (loudly) Do something about your burn?

(Nora comes back to her previous place.)

Boris:  I don’t want to make up a new name for you. Tell me your proper name, please.

Nora:  I shouldn’t do that.

Boris:  Why?

Nora:  My explanations won’t convince you and you will have to think of some new punishment for me. And you have become tired of all this, as I understand it.

Boris:  Then do I have to make up one myself?

Nora:  (smiling sadly) OK.

Boris:  I will call you ‘Nora’. Somehow, I seem to recollect this name. It’s strange. The name is unusual, but it seems familiar to me, and not just familiar, but one I know well as if it is the name of someone whom I know very well. But I don’t remember anything and I don’t want to remember, though my memory comes back. I checked. As far as a person who doesn’t go out can check himself with the help of books. Is it possible that I met you before?

Nora:  Absolutely out of the question! I spent my first life in another town.

Boris:  What town? Maybe I have been there.

Nora:  No, it is very far away – on another planet.

Boris:  So it looks as if Maya has picked you up on the other planet. Truly there are no obstacles for this monster.

Nora:  You shouldn’t say such things about your mother. God may punish you.

Boris:  You can’t be executed twice and besides, she is no mother to me.

Nora:  You mustn’t talk like that.

Boris:  Be quiet for a moment. (pause) So ‘Nora’ – I like this name. Do you object to it?

Nora:  Why not, it’s a good name. Let it be Nora!

Boris:  Show me your leg.

Nora:  There is nothing there.

Boris:  Not even a trace?

Nora:  No.

Boris:  Show me.

(Nora opens her gown. Boris looks at the place which was burnt. Forgetting himself, he tries awkwardly to touch the place with his hand, but covered with confusion, he hurriedly takes his hand away again.)

Boris:  There is nothing there.

Nora:  So nothing could have been there then.

Boris:  But you have just poured hot water onto yourself.

Nora:  Didn’t you order me to do it?

Boris:  No.

Nora:  Why should I have hurt myself then?

Boris:  I don’t understand anything.

Nora:  Probably just it appeared like that to you.

Boris:  Nothing appeared to me. Do you hear? Nothing ever appears to me. Remember that. (pause) I am quite healthy mentally. Haven’t they it explained to you? It was a disease which passes, passes away like pneumonia, like flu. Do you hear me?

Nora:  Forgive me.

Boris:  You are behaving yourself in such a way that you have to ask for forgiveness every few minutes, haven’t you noticed?

Nora:  Today’s a special day.

Boris:  So what is so special about it?

Nora:  You allowed me to talk to you.

Boris:  It was very silly of me.

Nora:  Shall I keep silent?

Boris:  No, talk. You won’t shut up anyway!

(Nora is smiling.) 
Boris:  Why are you smiling?

Nora:  I am pleased that you are talking to me.

Boris:  I don’t come here to entertain you. (pause) What came over me.

Nora:  When?

Boris:  Now. Don’t pretend. Was anything wrong with me then.

Nora:  I don’t know.

Boris:  You must tell the truth.

Nora:  But I don’t know whether I have to tell the truth.

Boris:  If I ask you, you have to answer me. Did I have a fit again?

Nora:  (looking down) I warned you.

Boris:  You do not have to analyse. I asked you a concrete question. Did I have a fit?

Nora:  Yes, you did.

Boris:  Come up close to me.

(Nora comes up to Boris and sits near him.)

Boris:  Take the medicine out of my right-hand pocket.

(Nora takes out the medicine)
Boris:  Give me one of the pills. Just one pill.

(Nora puts a pill on Boris’s tongue. He swallows it. Nora stands up.)

Boris:  Don’t leave me. 

(Nora looks at Boris with amazement.)
Boris:  Please sit here beside me in case something happens to me again.

Nora:  I can’t help you anyhow. You don’t have the sort of fit where you have to be held up.

Boris:  No seizures?

Nora:  No.

Boris:  Seizures are terrible. I have seen them. It is good that I do not have such fits.

Nora:  Good.

Boris:  What do you know about it?

Nora:  Can I leave now?

Boris:  I asked you to sit beside me, didn’t I? Is it unpleasant to sit beside me?

Nora:  I don’t know.

Boris:  What is there to know! It is either pleasant or unpleasant. If it is pleasant, you feel it at once. If not, you feel that it isn’t.

Nora:  I do not think about it.

Boris:  There is no need to think.

Nora:  OK, I’ll try not to think. 

(pause)
Boris:  So, what?

Nora:  What ‘so what’?

Boris:  Well, did you ask yourself?

Nora:  About what?

Boris:  Well, what about ‘what’? Is it pleasant for you or not?

Nora:  I’ll ask now.

(pause)
Boris:  Will there be a long time to wait?

Nora:  Must I speak about it aloud?

Boris:  You are mocking me, aren’t you?

Nora:  It’s pleasant!

Boris:  Do I have to remind you that you have no right to lie to me.

Nora:  Yes, I understand that.

Boris:  Good for you!

Nora:  It is pleasant.

Boris:  Pleasant?

Nora:  It is pleasant that you are very generous with your praises. It looks as if you are in a good mood today.

Boris:  Yes, if the notion ‘mood’ applies to me at all.

Nora:  Everyone is either in a good or a bad mood.

Boris:  Those are weaknesses in a person. I try to escape them.

Nora:  Why?

Boris:  It is I who asks the questions. Is that clear?

Nora:  Yes, it is!

Boris:  You are answering me with all sincerity, are you?

Nora:  Yes, I am!

Boris:  So, is it pleasant for you to sit beside me like this?

(pause)
Nora:  Why do you keep asking me this question?

Boris:  To hear the proper answer; not the answer that you think I want to hear, but the answer that perhaps I wouldn’t like, but which is truthful. Is it clear now?

Nora:  Yes, it is.

Boris:  As well as the fact that it is I who asks the questions?

Nora:  Yes.

Boris:  Then nothing will come out of it.

Nora:  Well, why can’t I understand?

Boris:  What can’t you understand?

Nora:  You asked me yourself, didn’t you?

Boris:  Yes, I did, I asked you myself.

Nora:  I can’t understand what you want from me.

Boris:  The reply to a very simple question. Just this. I am not suggesting that you should solve a complex puzzle. The question is very simple.

Nora:  It looks as if I don’t like to sit beside you.

Boris:  What? Say that again.

Nora:  It looks as if I don’t like to sit beside you.

Boris:  Can’t you answer in words of one syllable, without those ‘seems to me’ and ‘it looks like’ – distinctly and clearly? ‘I don’t like to sit beside you’. That’s it. It’s very simple. Without your oriental words of wisdom. I don’t …

Nora:  I don’t like to sit beside you.

(pause)
Boris:  Why?

Nora:  Just because.

Boris:  Don’t say anything, you will be lying again, and I don’t want that. I know myself.

Nora:  But you may be mistaken.

Boris:  Yes, I may.

Nora:  So then you will have a wrong impression of me.

Boris:  Most probably.

Nora:  But …

Boris:  No ‘buts’, I like it this way.

Nora:  It is more convenient for you.

Boris:  Yes, It is more convenient for me.

Nora:  But it is a weakness and you would like to get rid of weaknesses.

Boris:  What, did I say anything about my getting rid of weaknesses?

Nora:  Yes, you spoke about it just now.

Boris:  Yes, I remember. Somehow it looks as if I am being excessively frank with you today. Here is another weakness. You are not doing anything at all today. Have you forgotten about your duties?

(Nora starts to arise.)

Boris:  Sit still. I didn’t order you to get up.

Nora:  So how can I fulfil my duties if you won’t let me get up?

Boris:  Do you want to get up?

Nora:  Yes, it is necessary.

Boris:  Is it really necessary, or is it what you want to do?

Nora:  It is what I want to do.

Boris:  Then sit. You must force yourself to sit.

Nora:  OK, I’ll sit.

(long pause)
Boris:  Why are you so silent?

Nora:  What must I say?

Boris:  I don’t know. Talk to me; tell me something.

Nora:  What?

Boris:  Something abstract.

Nora:  What does a woman feel when she is violated?

Boris:  What?

Nora:  What does a woman feel when she is violated?

Boris:  What? Have you ever been violated?

Nora:  No, so I have nothing to say about it.

Boris:  But you are sitting beside me against your will.

Nora:  I turned your will into mine and don’t feel any inconveniences. I like to sit beside you and do nothing.

Boris:  Do you often do that?

Nora:  Always.

Boris:  So all my labours are in vain.

Nora:  Do you want to test my resistance?

Boris:  Yes, I want to test your resistance.

Nora:  And break it?

Boris:  It seems as if you are starting to be in tune with me.

Nora:  Then you must find my weak spot.

Boris:  I know it. You are scared that I will reject you.

Nora:  You didn’t understand me correctly.

Boris:  You couldn’t hide it from me; you didn’t even try to. In fact, I don’t quite understand why, but it bothers you.

Nora:  You do not know the language of women very well.

Boris:  Do I not know the language of women very well?

Nora:  You don’t know it at all. You give the impression that you have not been married.

Boris:  Have I ever been married?

Nora:  I don’t know.

(pause)

Boris:  So why don’t I know the language of women?

Nora:  Because you take the words and gestures of women literally.

Boris:  How must I take them then? On the contrary? Listen what a woman says and assume it is a lie.

Nora:  No, not that way.

Boris:  Then how?

Nora:  Like in a mirror.

Boris:  What does that mean, ‘Like in a mirror’?

Nora:  Well, when we see ourselves in a mirror, we are not aware that we see ourselves wrongly. Whereas we do not look like that; it is not that way round. To have an idea what we actually look like, we have to make an effort and exchange the right and left places and make another correction in our imagination. We must bear in mind that there are no such things as perfect mirrors. This task is very difficult to carry out, but having carried it out you may never know what you are really like.

Boris:  It looks like you are trying to pull the wool over my eyes.

Nora:  Nothing of the kind. That’s the way it is. And you didn’t find my weak spot.

Boris:  So, do you have a weak spot?

Nora:  No.

Boris:  Then how can I find it?

Nora:  Just let it reveal itself. First to create it, then find it and then reach what you are seeking - feel its resistance and break it. I think that’s it.

(pause)
Boris:  Help me.

Nora:  Then nothing will come out of it.

Boris:  But I don’t know how to do all that.

Nora:  Why not?

Boris:  What?

Nora:  What is it all for?

Boris:  I feel like it.

Nora:  Why don’t you punish me?

Boris:  What for?

Nora:  Because I have asked this question.

Boris:  I stopped paying attention to the fact that you were asking questions.

Nora:  The matter is not that I am asking questions. The matter is that I have asked the most disgraceful of questions. Such  a question can be asked only by a woman who is not in tune with you, a woman who does not want to please you.

Boris:  And you want to please me, do you?

Nora:  That is what I am here for.

Boris:  I don’t think that God intended that to be the purpose for which you were born.

Nora:  Who knows? I have come to this situation somehow.

Boris:  All that is nonsense. Well, I am pleased, of course, but this is gibberish, regrettable as it may seem. Anyway, your diligence is praiseworthy. You adopted this image professionally. You should have been an actress.

Nora:  I am what I want to be.

Boris:  So why did you ask that question?

Nora:  I needed to know if you were ready to get pleasure.

Boris:  What do you mean by pleasure?

Nora:  The same as you do.

Boris:  I am not completely sure that I know what I want.

Nora:  You know, only you are shy to admit it to yourself.

Boris:  You can’t know that.

Nora:  It is so simple.

Boris:  I don’t know. It’s not that simple there for me.

Nora:  It’s simple, very simple.

(Nora gets up and goes to the door.)
Boris:  What are you doing?

Nora:  I got up and am going for boiling water.

Boris:  I did not allow you to get up.

Nora:  You asked me to get it a little while ago.

Boris:  Why are you going now?

Nora:  To leave you alone with your thoughts.

Boris:  No way. It’s better for me not to be alone with my thoughts now. (awkwardly trying to stand up) Help me.

Nora:  No, you can cope very well without me.

Boris:  My legs have become numb. I can’t feel them.

Nora:  Your legs too?

Boris:  What do you mean by ‘Your legs too’?

Nora:  But you can’t feel anything with your hands either.

Boris:  Who? Who told you about that? (Boris overturns the small table.) You have continued meeting with Maya. She teaches you to keep on reminding me of what happened.

Nora:  No, no, nothing of the kind. She has nothing to do with this. It is simply that I am all muddled up today. I don’t know what is up with me.

Boris:  You know everything! What else do you know? What else should you be doing to me, girl? What have you been ordered to do with me? Answer me! Who are you really?

Nora:  (having become absolutely calm) I am Nora. Have you forgotten my name?

Boris:  Do often meet Maya? Who are you really? Don’t lie to me now!

Nora:  I am Nora and you have been coming to me for the tea ceremony. (Nora puts the small table in its place and collects up the tea things.) You have knocked everything all over the place.

(pause)
Boris:  (regretfully) You shouldn’t have said that. You shouldn’t have said that under any circumstances. It is dangerous, believe me. It is dangerous for both you and me even if you know something; although I don’t know everything either. Don’t get offended. I don’t want to lose you for some reason – at least so far.

(He gets up with some difficulty.)

Nora:  Are your legs any better now? 

Boris:  Legs?

Nora:  Yes, your legs were numb. Are they better now?

Boris:  Yes. It looks as if you are trying to influence me.

Nora:  No.

Boris:  But I feel that you are. So why have I calmed down so quickly?

Nora:  You have no reason to be worried, you always become calm here. You come here to calm yourself down.

Boris:  You are trying to inspire me with the idea of calmness.

Nora:  No, you know it yourself. Shall I go and fetch the boiling water?

Boris:  No.

Nora:  OK, I’ll stay.

Boris:  Tell me, who are you really?

Nora:  Have you forgotten my name?

Boris:  I haven’t forgotten your name. I asked you about something else.

Nora:  If I now answer your question, we will start all over again and it will all be in vain.

Boris:  All what?

Nora:  Everything, absolutely everything. You will remain in a dark room, I will hear your steps, I will switch on the light and I will start conducting the tea ceremony. I will recite Lao Tse to you, you will punish me and it will more difficult for me to avoid getting scalded this time – and I wouldn’t like to get scalded again.

Boris:  Let it be like that. You will have to be punished eventually. Answer!

Nora:  Now you have been warned already and so you will have to experience a fever. A fever, an unbearable fever. Fever is not a burn. Fever torments you from inside.

Boris:  Don’t try to get out of answering. I must know who you are.

Nora:  I was against that. I didn’t want it. 

Boris:  OK, OK.

Nora:  Well, as you wish. My name is Nora.

Boris:  Nora? This name seems familiar to me. Have you got a child?

Nora:  Yes.

(Boris shrieks as he did the first time during his fit. The room fades into darkness.)

Scene 2

Boris comes into a fairly small, fragrant room. He tries to take off his shoes quietly as if he is afraid of waking someone up. The creaking of the slatted wooden floor gives him away. A nightlight is switched on. Nora greets Boris with a bow, comes up to him and helps him off with his wet hat and raincoat. The sound of quiet oriental music can be heard. Boris sits down on a mat near a small table. Nora starts to conduct the tea ceremony. She does it silently and there are centuries of tradition in her elaborate gestures. Some restraint can be felt.

Boris:  Talk to me.

(Nora is smiling sadly.)

Boris:  Why are you smiling? I asked to talk to me, not to smile.

Nora:  I am pleased that you wanted to talk. It is the first time for two months.

Boris:  Don’t talk to me about that.

Nora:  Well, what shall I talk about?

Boris:  You know very well. Something abstract, distant from me, from us.

Nora:  A poem?

Boris:  I’ve fallen out of love with poems. Poems constrain you, make you follow them and that is tormenting. Simply speak. I simply want to hear speech. Talk to me, Nora.

Nora:  What is more personal, a name or a body?
What is greater, bodies or objects?
What is more painful, gain or loss?
That’s causality:
From great love there will be great losses.
The more you try to keep, the more disappears.
Knowing sufficiency won’t be disgraceful;
When you are able to stop, you won’t perish.
That way, you will be able to postpone and prolong.

Boris:  What is that?

Nora:  Dao De Tsin.

Boris:  Yes, of course, what is that?

Nora:  Lao Tse.

Boris:  Yes, of course, what is that?

Nora:  The forty-fourth jiang.

Boris:  This is a poem. You have humiliated me. You thought that I wouldn’t be able to recognise the poem. You have hurt me.

Nora:  Forgive me!

Boris:  You should be punished. Don’t you agree?

Nora:  Those are the rules.

Boris:  Yes, those are the rules. Those are the rules for both you and me.

Nora:  I am ready for the punishment.

Boris:  You have to scald yourself.

(Nora opens the skirt of her gown and pours boiling water onto the inner side of her thigh. Her face is untroubled.)

Boris:  What have you done? 

Nora:  I have obeyed your order.

Boris:  You were in too much of a hurry. I would have stopped you.

Nora:  That is not allowed.

Boris:  Why?

Nora:  Those are the rules for both you and me.

Boris:  I have invented those rules myself, so I can change them.

Nora:  It is not quite like that. I dare say those rules have been in existence for centuries.

Boris:  Who invented them?

Nora:  People.

Boris:  What kind of people?

Nora:  Men and women.

Boris:  What for?

Nora:  For convenience of communication.

Boris:  Well, then they probably were made by men.

Nora:  Don’t say that! Not all women are stupid.

Boris:  But doesn’t unconditional subjection bring joy to anyone?

Nora:  Yes, if you don’t live for only one day at a time. Women are destined to desire power; without power over men they couldn't keep the fire alight in the hearth.
Boris:  Has that anything to do with it?

Nora:  Unconditional subjection opens all doors; including the doors of power.

Boris:  It’s hard to understand.

Nora:  Women have different ways of thinking, as if in a mirror.

Boris:  It seems to me that I have heard that already. In general, I have a feeling that everything that is taking place now has already happened before.

Nora:  Maybe - everything may be.

Boris:  Does it hurt?

Nora:  No. Before pouring the boiling water onto myself, I tuned myself. There is no pain.

Boris:  Have you such self-control?

Nora:  Having decided that I would be a proper Chinese lady, I have been learning a lot and I have been a diligent pupil.

Boris:  Do you mean to say that formerly you were not a Chinese lady?

Nora:  Yes. As you can tell, my name isn’t Chinese.

Boris:  Is that possible?

Nora:  If you want it very much.

Boris:  I see you enjoy mocking me.

Nora:  I am not mocking. It is my slanting eyes. It looks as if I am always smiling, but in fact, it is not so.

Boris:  That is an absurdity!

Nora:  But you wanted to distract yourself, didn’t you?

Boris:  No. I didn’t think about that. It is very hard for me to be distracted, because I am devilishly cold. I thought that I would warm myself with tea, but tea doesn’t help somehow. It seems as if every cell in my body is shivering.

Nora:  Does it look like fear?

Boris:  Yes, exactly, it looks very much like fear. If I were allowed to drink, I wouldn’t refuse something stronger.

Nora:  You need a hot bath. I’ll get a hot bath ready for you.

Boris:  Oh no, it will soon be over.

Nora:  It won’t go away by itself. You were probably wandering around in the rain for a long time.

Boris:  Yes, I have liked rain since my childhood. And rain likes me. At least, ‘liked’, now it seems as if it doesn’t reciprocate my feelings. Where is your bathroom?

Nora:  I have no bathroom.

Boris:  How come?

Nora:  I’ll fix it just now.

(leaves)

Boris:  It seems that everything has happened to me before. Rain and fever which is similar to fear. But everything was a little bit simpler before and I was easy going. There were men and women – I was one of the men. Yes, I was a healthy man, quite well-to-do, probably I was laughing all the time. I remember it this way. And I didn’t like tea. I liked to drink, but I didn’t like tea. I was sick of tea. I didn’t like tea and was laughing all the time. And why was I laughing all the time? There were men and women; and we were not shy before each other. Not at all. Everything was possible. Everything was allowed. Everything was easy. We could do whatever we wanted with each other. Everything that men and women could do with each other and I was not ashamed for myself. Not ashamed! And I was not punished, Maya, not for that. It was not invented by us. All men and women do so. They drink, swear and sometimes kill each other. When nothing can be changed, nothing can be done. Some other men and women were like that, but not me. I didn’t kill anybody. I just laughed and that is all. I laughed and I don’t remember anything else. Nothing else. I am not twelve years old, Maya. I am out of short trousers. Was there anything else? A piano. Yes, I remember a piano. I hate the piano. When I hear a piano playing, I am not myself, the same as when someone is reciting a poem.

(Nora enters. She is dragging a full-sized, aluminium bath behind her. Similar baths used to be used for bathing children. But this bath is adult sized. Nora puts the bath in the middle of the room and leaves. Boris is busy with his thoughts and he is not surprised by this unusual bath.)

Boris:  She doesn’t understand anything about poetry and she has never heard any proper music. Why am I tormenting this girl? I am clutching at life. How unworthy of me that is. Formerly, I didn’t really value life at all. Probably all ugly people want to live. I want to also. I hate myself and want to live. Nora. It seems that she doesn’t suffer much. I’ll let her go. Soon I’ll let her go. Well, I’ll restrain my natural impulses and let her go. But not for the time being. It is strange that she is not striving to go away. Does she like looking after me? Isn’t she missing her child? Maybe she has got some interest in me, as a man. I can’t be interesting to her. If I felt that, I would have let her go long ago. It’s something else. Maya? She is capable of many things. But what’s the reason? If she had wanted to do away with me, she would have done so long ago. No, it’s not that. But what is it? 

(Nora enters. She has two jugs of boiling water in her hands.)

Nora:  Come here.

(She puts the two jugs of water on the floor.)

(Boris goes up to Nora.)

Boris:  Don’t you know why I am tormenting you?

Nora:  Are you tormenting me?

Boris:  Yes, tormenting, tormenting. Just wait a little bit. I’ll let you go soon. I will restrain my natural impulses and let you go.

(Nora starts to undress Boris.)

Boris:  (sees the bath) What is that?

Nora:  That is a bath.

Boris:  Wait a minute. Do you mean to say that I will have to get into that? Don’t you have a proper bathroom here?

Nora:  Is it possible to drive away your fear in a so-called proper bathroom?

Boris:  It is a fever.

Nora:  It just seems to you that it is a fever, but it is really fear.

Boris:  I have nothing left to be afraid of. Everything has already happened to me.

Nora:  Everything that has happened so far is but a trifle.

Boris:  Thank you for your kind words, you are undressing me like a small child.

Nora:  You are just a small child.

Boris:  I’m not your child.

Nora:  Not mine.

Boris:  So where is your child? Have you got a child?

Nora:  It is better not to speak about it. You shouldn’t talk about it.

Boris:  I am not a child. I am not that helpless.

(Boris is only in his underwear.)

Boris:  That’s enough. I’ll undress myself. Go and deal with the tea.

Nora:  Are you shy with me?

Boris:  No, I’m not shy, but I would like to do it myself.

Nora:  You are shy; it’s a weakness.

Boris:  What nonsense! It is simply that I would like …

(Nora removes the rest of Boris’s clothes.)

Boris:  Here we are.

Nora:  It is so interesting to see your confusion.

Boris:  Stop it!

(Nora helps Boris to sit in the bath.)

Boris:  I am cold.

Nora:  What are you afraid of?

Boris:  I am not afraid of anything, I am cold. Pour the water, won’t you?

Nora:  You have a beautiful body – the body of a sportsman. Did you go in for sports?

Boris:  I am cold, can’t you hear me?

Nora:  The water is too hot, I might scald you. You don’t want to be scalded, do you?

Boris:  Why have you undressed me?

Nora:  What if I just wanted to see you undressed?

Boris:  What nonsense!

Nora:  Why is it nonsense? You like to see a woman without clothes sometimes, don’t you? 

(Boris tries to get up, but fails.)

Boris:  Help me to get up.

Nora:  Don’t you want to be in a funny situation? Well, what do you think about this:  a grown-up man got undressed in the presence of a woman, got into a bath without water, sat for a while and got out. In your opinion, what does it all mean?

Boris:  Are you mocking me? Do you want me to get pneumonia?

Nora:  You won’t get pneumonia by any means. It is warm in the house and, as we have already discussed, what you are experiencing is not cold but fear.

Boris:  Help me get up. Now!

(He tries to get up, but again fails.)

Nora:  You can’t do it without my help. You could if it were a proper bath, but in this case it is almost impossible.

Boris:  You have decided to take your revenge upon me.

Nora:  Nothing of the kind. It is simply that the water is getting cold.

Boris:  Don’t look at me.

Nora:  Why not?

Boris:  I don’t want you examining me.

Nora:  Why not?

Boris:  I find it uncomfortable.

Nora:  This is an integral part of fear. When did this happen to you?

Boris:  When did what happen to me?

Nora:  When did you find it uncomfortable to have a woman looking at you?

Boris:  It has always been uncomfortable. Help me get up.

Nora:  If you are not telling the truth, we won’t get anywhere.

Boris:  Where are we trying to get to?

Nora:  We have to overcome fear.

Boris:  We don’t have to do anything. Stop this mocking me.

Nora:  It occurred after something happened to you. After you got ill, perhaps?

Boris:  Listen, don’t you understand that eventually I will get out of this bloody tub and you will get what you deserve.

Nora:  What can you do to me that I am not ready for.

(pause)

Boris:  Do you want me as a man?

Nora:  Oh, you are starting an offensive, that is good.

Boris:  You didn’t answer my question. 

Nora:  Why did you decide to ask that?

Boris:  Because of the way you were staring at me.

Nora:  Do you think that women show an interest only in those men whom they would like to possess?

Boris:  Yes, I think that is so.

Nora:  Following your logic, women are always ready to surrender themselves.

Boris:  I didn’t think about that.

Nora:  Oh!

Boris:  What does that mean?

Nora:  It looks as if you are getting aroused.

Boris:  Really?

Nora:  Yes! Can’t you feel it?

Boris:  I don’t know.

Nora:  But down there your sensitivity is not lost, is it?

Boris:  No, it’s not lost. But such things never happened before.

Nora:  Never?

Boris:  I don’t remember. Maybe before I got ill, something like that happened.

Nora:  When you were married?

Boris:  I have never been married. Why are you interested:  married, not married? What do you need to know that for.

Nora:  (not taking her eyes off him) Judging by some indirect signs, I think that I should not touch on the subject of your marriage.

Boris:  You shouldn’t. It makes me uncomfortable. 

Nora:  Shall we return to men and women in general?

Boris:  We’d better continue talking about ourselves. Why have you arranged all this? Am I interesting to you as a man?

Nora:  You are showing more interest in me than usual today.

Boris:  Your behaviour makes me.

Nora:  What do you mean?

Boris:  Why don’t you get undressed too?

Nora:  I can’t.

Boris:  Why not?

Nora:  We had better not go into details.

Boris:  Yes we should. I want to know.

Nora:  It’s against the rules.

Boris:  I abolish the rules!

Nora:  It was not you who invented the rules so you can’t abolish them.

Boris:  You belong to me and only to me.

Nora:  That goes without saying.

Boris:  Then, what’s the matter?

Nora:  I must be ready for a visitor at any moment.

Boris:  Does anyone else visit you?

Nora:  No-o.

Boris:  You don’t sound very sure about that.

Nora:  Why don’t I sound sure? I’m absolutely sure.

Boris:  No, I caught you out. Who else visits you? Answer me. Who comes to you?

Nora:  Nobody else comes to me and never will.

Boris:  Is it a musician?

Nora:  What musician?

Boris:  Well, that disgusting man who plays your Chinese music.

Nora:  Music?

Boris:  Yes, music. Why didn’t I guess before? Some man plays this music, doesn’t he?

Nora:  (laughs) It’s a tape-recorder!

Boris:  So it is a tape-recorder. Then who is it? Maya? Does she come to instruct you?

Nora:  No, I haven’t seen her since we agreed about everything.

Boris:  What have you agreed about with her?

Nora:  About you.

Boris:  Did you agree to kill me?

Nora:  You shouldn’t say something like that. Some day you will understand that she is a saint.

Boris:  Is Maya a saint?

Nora:  She’s your mother.

Boris:  Don’t you ever dare to tell me that. Don’t even ever dare think about it. You do not know anything and you had better not know anything. I hope that you don’t know everything. It’s frightening, very frightening. She sent them to twist my fingers. They were twisting my fingers and Maya was watching and laughing.

Nora:  Who are ‘they’?

Boris:  Angels! (laughs) Who else? She’s a saint, isn’t she? So, she sent angels. Evil angels. She needed my hands for some reason. 

Nora:  There were not any angels. Nobody twisted your fingers. There was an accident. Nobody is to blame. There was an accident and that’s all there is to it.

Boris:  Why did she give orders to have this done? Tell me, girl. Tell me, Nora – if that is your name. Why?

Nora:  She is not to blame for anything. It was quite an unplanned event.

Boris:  Stop it! We both know it was not unplanned. And we also know why it happened. And something more – as far as my wife is concerned. I recollect it now. We divorced long ago. She left me long before the accident. Maya let her live and I didn’t object to it. I bought her a house in another town. She would never come here. Let’s say that she never existed.

Nora:  Why are you telling me all this?

Boris:  I just wanted to tell you.

Nora:  OK, good.

Boris:  Don’t dare tell me about Maya.

Nora:  OK.

(takes Boris’s hands and kisses them)

Boris:  What are you doing?

Nora:  I am curing your hands.

Boris:  (smiling bitterly) That’s a waste of time.

Nora:  That’s not true. Everything will change. Your hands will serve you again.

Boris:  Nothing will change. Nothing changes just because we want it to.

Nora:  What about me? I have become a Chinese lady, haven’t I?

Boris:  Why?

Nora:  In order to breathe new life into you.

Boris:  That’s absurd!

Nora:  Only a real Chinese lady can conduct the tea ceremony from the beginning to the end and change everything.

Boris:  What is this tea ceremony?

Nora:  Some call it the art of transformations. 

(She kisses Boris’s hands.)
Boris:  You don’t need to do that.

(Nora lets go of his hands.)

(pause)

Boris:  So what visitor are you getting ready for?

Nora:  You.

Boris:  But I am here already.

Nora:  But you may disappear at any moment and then reappear again like in a dream.

Boris:  What nonsense you are talking!

Nora:  That’s the way it is. Every time I conduct the tea ceremony, you disappear and then reappear again – always suddenly. That’s what it looks like anyway. I am afraid that one day I will not to be ready.

Boris:  But I don’t think we are having tea now, are we?

Nora:  The tea ceremony is not having tea. To be more exact, it is not only having tea.

Boris:  Are bath procedures also included in the tea ceremony?

Nora:  Are you sure that you are taking a bath?

(pause)

Boris:  Maya and you conspired together to do something. But no way. I won’t let you meet each other any more. I’ll never leave this place.

Nora:  That is forbidden.

Boris:  Ah! It is forbidden, is it? Well, Nora, get undressed.

Nora:  Eh?

Boris:  Yes, yes, I want you to feel the same as I did when you made me undress.

Nora:  (sadly) There is no sense in doing that.

Boris:  What do you mean by ‘no sense’?

Nora:  You frightened the melody away.

Boris:  Frightened the melody away? There wasn’t any melody. I didn’t hear any melody.

Nora:  You didn’t hear any melody? You felt it, but didn’t recognise its significance. You shouldn’t have been in such a hurry. You are always in a hurry. Nothing will come of it this way.

Boris:  I do not understand.

Nora:  You are returning to your past all the time. Was it good there?

Boris:  It was neither good nor bad. I don’t remember very much, I am trying, but nothing comes back to me.

Nora:  You do not need those memories now at all.

Boris:  What do I need? Do you know perhaps?

Nora:  It’s warm.

Boris:  It looks as if it is not that cold.

(Nora takes two jugs and pours in the water.)

(steam rises) 

(Boris shouts.)

Boris:  (shouting) Ah-h! What are you doing? That hurts! Ah-h! You are scalding me.

Nora:  It only seems like that to you.

Boris:  What seems to me? 

(He is vainly trying to get up.)
Nora:  Wait a minute, you’ll get used to it. You are too sensitive.

Boris:  What are you planning? I feel bad.

Nora:  If you don’t experience the bad; you can’t know the good.

Boris:  Are you taking your revenge on me?

Nora:  What for?

Boris:  Is it for ordering you to scald yourself?

Nora:  No. In order to revenge, you have to hate. I have nothing to hate you for.

Boris:  That’s not true. You do have something to hate me for and you want to boil me alive.

Nora:  To boil and eat!

Boris:  (with natural horror) No.

Nora:  Yes, Maya and I have planned this for a long time.

Boris:  No.

Nora:  Yes.

Boris:  Have mercy on me, please. I won’t visit you again.

Nora:  Now you won’t be able to visit me.

(pours some more water)

Boris:  Ah-h!

Nora:  Nobody can hear you.

Boris:  Ah-h!

Nora:  Sh-h!

(pause)

Nora:  (whispering) Now listen.

Boris:  (whispering) What?

Nora:  (whispering) Melody

(pause)

Boris:  I can’t hear anything.

Nora:  So it’s not the time for it yet. Have you warmed yourself?

Boris:  It looks like it. (smiling) You wrapped me round your little finger, didn’t you?

Nora:  I had no way out. You behave like a child.

(pause)

(Judging by the expression on Nora’s face, one can understand that something is happening to Boris.)

Boris:  (relaxed) Good. I like to be a child. I remember myself as a child. I remember a bathroom. I like bathing. I think the happiest hours of my life were spent in the bathroom. I liked to examine the cracks in the ceiling. They were multi-coloured and made the shapes of faces, bodies, groups of figures. Each time there appeared a new picture in my imagination. Battles! Travels! There was a prevailing golden colour in the bathroom – the colour of the sun. The bathroom was generally a room of sunshine for me and I was bathing, not in water like other boys and girls, but in the sunshine. With every cell of my body, I absorbed this light. That’s why when I left the bathroom, I seemed quite another person to the grown-ups. A renewed one. So one child went to wash and quite another returned – much better than the previous one.

Nora:  You are like a little child now. Let it be this way. I like it that you are a small child and when you get out of the bathroom, you will become quite different.

Boris:  Did I recollect all this?

Nora:  This is a melody.

(pause)

Boris:  Cure my hands like you did before. 

(Nora crouches down and kisses Boris’s hands.)

Boris:  Do you think you will be able to heal my hands?

Nora:  Certainly. It is not difficult. After a while, you will feel them again. First it will be like an electric current and then it will be hot and tingling.

Boris:  (laughs) What do you mean by ‘tingling’?

Nora:  Tingling, that’s it. You will understand afterwards.

Boris:  Are you a witch?

Nora:  All women are witches to some extent.

Boris:  No, not all women, only you.

Nora:  OK, only me. And Maya.

Boris:  (seriously) Do you miss your son?

(pause)

Nora:  No.

Boris:  That can’t be true.

Nora:  I know that he is well.

Boris:  Is it Maya who tells you that?

Nora:  Yes.

Boris:  She is lying.

Nora:  He doesn’t remember anything about me.

Boris:  She is lying.

Nora:  He is better with her. She teaches him music. Nobody can teach him music as Maya can.

Boris:  Does she teach him music?!

Nora:  She teaches him to play the piano.

Boris:  To play the piano?

Nora:  Yes, and he makes good progress. Maybe he will become a pianist like you once were and he will even become a virtuoso, or maybe he will surpass you.

Boris:  What? She will ruin him; don’t believe her.

Nora:  I don’t want to talk about it.

Boris:  Look what she has done to me. Do you want that to happen to him?

Nora:  She didn’t do anything bad to you. If it were not for her, you would have died long ago. They want to kill you; she doesn’t let them do it.

Boris:  This is all a lie.

Nora:  No, unfortunately.

Boris:  But why, why don’t you believe me?

Nora:  You have forgotten everything.

Boris:  That’s not true. I remember everything that can’t be forgotten. I’ll help you.

Nora:  You do not need to help me.

Boris:  I’ll reject you.

Nora:  Nothing will come of it.

Boris:  It will.

Nora:  You won’t be able to get by without me.

Boris:  I will.

Nora:  No.

Boris:  Why not?

Nora:  Because you are mine now.

Boris:  Am I yours?

Nora:  Exactly. I exchanged with Maya: my son is her son now and you are mine.

Boris:  You are talking nonsense. Just think about it.

Nora:  Yes, yes, you’re mine now. I kissed your hands and now you belong to me as well as I belong to you. Only you are distant from me so far.

Boris:  Gibberish! You are talking gibberish, girl!

Nora:  You have to come back. I’ll take you back.

Boris:  You are mad. 

(tries to rise)
Nora:  (holds him by the shoulders) I’ll take you back.

Boris:  Let me go!

Nora:  I’ll take you back. 

Boris:  You don’t know how frightening it is when the sunshine goes out of you. The sunshine which you collected drop by drop, suddenly becomes a fountain flowing from out of your pores. Nobody else sees it but you are lying back and can see. And you are afraid to tell anyone about it because nobody will believe that it is only the sunshine that goes out of you and not life itself. They think that you are dying; they are certain that you will die; they are waiting for you to die. I won’t let your son experience all this. I don’t want anybody to experience it. You are free.

(Nora pushes Boris’s head under the water. In a moment, he struggles to the surface.)

Boris:  You are free.

(Nora tries to drown him again. He struggles to the surface again.)

Boris:  You are free. Your son is free.

(Nora holds him under the water again, until he stops resisting. Nora wipes her hands on the edge of her gown. She lights a cigarette. Her hands are trembling.)

Nora:  I’ll take you back.

(Oriental music sounds. The lights go down.)

ACT 2

The room is filled with daylight and that is why it doesn’t seem familiar. The room is overflowing with light and its big window must be feeling the pain.

Scene 3

In the background of the stage there is a table where Boris is sitting. In front of him there is a bowl of boiling water and a mirror. He is shaving quite skilfully with a sharp, cut-throat razor. He has not been awake for very long. In the foreground there is a bright pile of white sheets upon which Nora is lying. Her position suggests that she has not slept well. The tea things are scattered here and there without rhyme or reason.

Boris:  
You can’t stand on the tips of your toes;

You can’t walk with your legs apart;

You won’t be clear if you show off;

You won’t be precise if you over emphasise;

You won’t earn any merit if you are proud of yourself;

You won’t live very long if you think highly of yourself;

In the space of the Way, it is called excess of food and movement;

All entities have only evil from this;

Reason, when having its Way, is unrestrained.

(Nora wakes up and stretches.)

Boris:  We have been sleeping for a long time. It looks as if we slept for all eternity.

Nora:  The poems came back to you, didn’t they?

Boris:  I don’t know, I was saying something. I don’t think so. Maybe it is the traces of sleep. We have been sleeping for a long time. It looks as if we slept for all eternity.

Nora:  Yes, we slept for all eternity.

Boris:  I woke up long ago and you slept and slept. I didn’t feel like waking you up.

Nora:  Thank you. I needed to sleep well.

Boris:  Look how the whole room is lit up. I thought at first that it was only the room that was lit up. I looked out of the window and it was light there too. A lot of light. I don’t know whether it is happiness or not.

Nora:  Do you like it?

Boris:  I don’t know; I haven’t got used to it yet. I had become used to darkness.

Nora:  Now you will have to love the light again.

Boris:  It seems to me that I have already fallen in love with it – I wanted to laugh!

Nora:  You wanted to laugh, did you?

Boris:  Yes, I saw people from out of the window, many people. They look so funny in the daylight.

Nora:  What’s funny about them?

Boris:  They look small, like children, but they show by their appearance that they are definitely not children. They look funny because they can’t pretend well. They didn’t see me when I was watching them and I deduce something very interesting from that.

Nora:  So what can you deduce from that?

Boris:  It looks as if someone is probably also watching us.

Nora:  Who can be watching us?

Boris:  It’s hard to say; someone is definitely watching us and we are creating something.

Nora:  What are we creating? We were sleeping. I don’t think that a sleeping person can be funny.

(Boris laughs.)

Nora:  Why are you laughing?

Boris:  You should have seen yourself asleep.

Nora:  What was so peculiar about my sleep?

Boris:  In your sleep, you looked like a little old woman. A little old woman who has been deprived of her beloved string bag. You were sleeping as if you had been trying to grasp it and fell asleep suddenly.

Nora:  You say such strange things! To my mind, there is nothing funny about that.

Boris:  You don’t think so – if you had seen yourself from outside yourself, you would have thought it funny.

Nora:  I am glad that your good mood has returned to you.

Boris:  Was it ever different? As far as I can remember, I have always been laughing.

Nora:  I saw you quite differently from that as well.

Boris:  You have been asleep for a long time - as if you have slept for all eternity.

Nora:  Yes, I have slept for all eternity.

Boris:  Maybe we died?

Nora:  No.

Boris:  How do you know that?

Nora:  I dreamt that we died. It was quite different.

Boris:  I don’t feel like dying.

Nora:  You didn’t feel like dying before either.

Boris:  What makes you think that?

Nora:  You explained it yourself.

Boris:  And everything turned out so that I should have wanted to die.

Nora:  You can’t stand on the tips of your toes.

Boris:  Yes, that’s well said! I don’t know how that poem came into my head. It was as if someone whispered it to me.

Nora:  Your hands can feel now, do you like it?

Boris:  While you were asleep, I was busy walking around the rooms and touching things:  cups, towels, glass …  Probably I looked very strange. I remembered everything.

Nora:  Everything?

Boris:  Everything, absolutely everything.

Nora:  So what comes next?

Boris:  Nothing.

(Nora gets up and comes up to Boris. It looks as if her small figure is made of ivory. She embraces Boris. He makes an awkward movement and there is blood on his cheek.)

Boris:  Are you trying to kill me?

(Nora kisses his scratch and Boris tries to avoid her.)

Boris:  Can’t you see what I am doing? You should never touch a man when he is shaving.

Nora:  What are you going to do?

Boris:  Just finish shaving.

Nora:  What are you going to do then?

Boris:  Get dressed.

Nora:  What are you going to do after that?

Boris:  I don’t know.

Nora:  You are not going out, are you?

Boris:  I don’t know.

Nora:  You must not go out anywhere.

Boris:  What might happen?

Nora:  You know what might happen.

Boris:  Stop it.

(pause)

Nora:  Would you like some tea?

Boris:  I am sick and tired of your going on about tea. Don’t you have anything else to drink?

Nora:  No, it’s forbidden.

Boris:  What do you mean ‘forbidden’? I am allowed everything now. Have you forgotten who I am?

Nora:  It is forbidden for you to go out in the daytime.

(Boris comes up to Nora and embraces her.)

Boris:  Forgive me. I didn’t mean to offend.

Nora:  It is better that you shouldn’t go out.

Boris:  It will happen sooner or later. I looked out of the window and watched the people there. They are walking in the street quite calmly. There is nothing going on out there. Nothing that might frighten me.

Nora:  It is dangerous. Aren’t you nervous?

Boris:  I am somehow not in my usual frame of mind. I was not ready.

Nora:  Didn’t I tell you that this would happen?

Boris:  I didn’t think it would be that soon.

Nora:  Would you like to go back to your previous life?

Boris:  I don’t know.

Nora:  Could you really remember everything?

Boris:  I don’t know – perhaps I can remember everything.

Nora:  That is bad! Aren’t you frightened?

Boris:  No.

Nora:  What do you feel now?

Boris:  I am annoyed.

Nora:  Who are you annoyed with?

Boris:  Nobody, simply annoyed. I am drinking the poison of eternity.

Nora:  What do you think of yourself?

Boris:  I don’t recognise myself. Just now, I saw myself in the mirror when I was shaving. It was quite an alien face. Probably I haven’t seen myself in the daylight for such a long time.

Nora:  Do you recognise me?

Boris:  Of course.

Nora:  Who am I?

Boris:  Don’t talk such nonsense, I’m not crazy.

Nora:  Then tell me who I am.

Boris:  Stop it!

Nora:  Well, tell me, tell me my name.

Boris:  I am not going to play silly games with you. I know very well who you are.

Nora:  Aren’t you confused that I look so young?

Boris:  (laughs) You should have seen yourself asleep.

Nora:  And so?

(pause)

(Boris is tense.)
Boris:  Why should you look old?

Nora:  I am much older than you.

Boris:  How much?

Nora:  Think a bit.

Boris:  I can’t guess.

Nora:  A whole life. Think and recollect my name.

Boris:  (For some time, he stares at Nora’s face and speaks uncertainly) Mama?

Nora:  The name, I asked you to remember the name.

Boris:  Maya. It seems as if I didn’t really remember everything. Forgive me, Mama. What are you doing here?

Nora:  It’s my home.

Boris:  And what am I doing here? When did I come here?

Nora:  Yesterday evening. You came here yesterday evening. You got cold. You had a bath. You said that you would not go anywhere from here. You said that you would live here.

Boris:  Did I have another fit?

Nora:  Yes, you did, but you won’t have another again. You are quite healthy now.

Boris:  Was it you who cured me, Mama?

Nora:  Yes.

(Boris is looking for something.)

Nora:  What are you looking for?

Boris:  A suit. My suit. Where could I have thrown my clothes.

Nora:  Why do you need your suit?

Boris:  I have to go out.

Nora:  Where to?

Boris:  Some people are waiting for me.

Nora:  Who is waiting?

Boris:  Those people downstairs.

Nora:  Nobody is waiting for you.

Boris:  They are waiting. I called out to them to wait for me. I shouted that I was shaving and then would go downstairs.

Nora:  Why have you got it into your mind that they are waiting for you?

Boris:  They were smiling up to me and they need me.

Nora:  (Nora goes up to the window.) Come over here.

Boris:  What for?

Nora:  Well, come over here, please.

(Boris goes up to the window.)

Nora:  Look down.

(Boris looks out of the window.)

Nora:  What can you see? Can you see any people?

Boris:  (sadly) Yes.

Nora:  What are they doing?

Boris:  They are walking about.

Nora:  Is anybody standing there?

Boris:  No, nobody.

Nora:  Then nobody is waiting for you.

Boris:  Nobody, nobody is waiting for me. They don’t love me. Yes, yes, I remember that they don’t love me. Nobody loves me any more and you don’t love me either. So I have to go away. Why don’t you love me?

Nora:  Why do you think that I don’t love you? Who else should I love but you – I have nobody else?

Boris:  That’s not true. You have another son now.

Nora:  Have I really got another son?

Boris:  Yes, another son. You have got a boy. You gave birth to a baby boy for very own. It seems to me to be like that. Well, how else could it be? If you have a small boy, it means that you gave birth to him. Where else could that boy have come from?

Nora:  I could have adopted him.

Boris:  Adopted? Yes, of course, adopted! I should have guessed, adopted, of course! Well, it comes the same thing anyway. Give me back my clothes.

Nora:  When you were a small boy, you asked for a little brother.

Boris:  I was silly then. I don’t need any little brother now.

Nora:  Don’t you like children?

Boris:  I like children most of all. That’s why I don’t want any little brother.

Nora:  Is it because of me?

Boris:  Yes, it’s because of you.

Nora:  Well, Boris, it turns out that it is not me who doesn’t love you, but vice versa. You’ve hurt me.

Boris:  I’m sorry, Maya, but I still can’t forgive you this sin.

Nora:  What sin?

Boris:  The most heinous sin, murder.

Nora:  Who have I killed?

Boris:  Me.

Nora:  Then who am I talking to now?

Boris:  I don’t know. It’s not me in any case.

Nora:  Who is it then?

Boris:  Another man, or maybe not even a man at all. In any case, I can’t remember anything that could prove that I am me and not someone else.

Nora:  I can prove that it is you and not anyone else.

Boris:  That would be interesting.

(Nora picks up a small tea caddy from the floor.)

Nora:  Look at this thing. Do you remember it?

Boris:  It’s a tea caddy, an old tea caddy.

Nora:  Look at the picture. Can you see the picture?

Boris:  There is a man and a woman. She is a Chinese lady and is probably giving him a cup of tea. He has a funny red cap on his head.

Nora:  You said, ‘Look what a funny cap he has on his head. What does it mean, Maya?’
Boris:  Maya?

Nora:  Yes, somehow from your early childhood you called me Maya. Probably it was easier for you to say that, then you got used to it and I got used to it too. When you called me ‘Mama’ it struck me as unusual.

Boris:  What are they doing, that man and woman?

Nora:  It is depicting the tea ceremony.

Boris:  Yes, yes, the tea ceremony. I think I am beginning to remember.

Nora:  You were there at the tea ceremony. When you were a boy, I took you to a tea ceremony. There was a Chinese lady living in the neighbourhood who knew the art of transformations. That’s what she called the tea ceremony. I often used to visit here; we were friends. One time, I took you with me and you liked it there. You liked it very much. You liked it so much that I was frightened, because once you said, ‘Mama, I would like to stay here for ever’. Do you remember?

Boris:  Yes, I do. 

Nora:  I got frightened for you. Do you understand that it was a strange thought? Do you understand now?

Boris:  Yes, I understand now.

Nora:  Don’t you remember why you wanted to stay there?

Boris:  No, I don’t.

Nora:  It was good for us there. We never quarrelled. Even when I made you have music lessons, which you came to appreciate much later on, we didn’t quarrel, and you didn’t want to play those boring scales ... 

Boris:  Boring scales.

Nora:  And boring exercises.

Boris:  And boring exercises.

Nora:  But we didn’t quarrel.

Boris:  We didn’t quarrel.

Nora:  Why?

Boris:  I was scared of you. Even then I was afraid of you.

Nora:  What was so frightening about me?

Boris:  Your power, your enormous energy.

Nora:  But I have always been gentle with you.

Boris:  You have always been gentle with me, but I always felt your power and knew that I would never be able to do anything by myself, if …

(pause)

Nora:  If what?

Boris:  If someone didn’t help me.

Nora:  So you decided that it was the Chinese lady who could help you?

Boris:  Yes, it was her.

Nora:  But why her?

Boris:  I don’t know. Maybe she looked as strong as you or maybe even stronger. 

Nora:  Did she give you this tea caddy?

Boris:  Yes.

Nora:  Without my knowing about it.

Boris:  You simply didn’t see it.

Nora:  But you hid it from me, didn’t you?

Boris:  Yes.

Nora:  Why?

Boris:  I was afraid that you might take it away from me.

Nora:  You didn’t see that woman any more, did you?

Boris:  We moved from the flat.

Nora:  However, you started doing things by yourself. And what deeds they were! Things that could have cost you your life.

Boris:  Have I done many bad things?

Nora:  Many, very many. You destroyed people, you did many bad things to yourself, you got deeply into debt.

Boris:  You didn’t give me any money.

Nora:  I gave you a lot of money, very much. I tried to save you from dependency, from unhappiness, and you did one stupid thing after another.

Boris:  I did one stupid thing after another.

Nora:  Did I teach you to do all that?

Boris:  I did it just to be contrary to you.

Nora:  What for?

Boris:  I got lost.

Nora:  Oh, poor boy, he got lost!

Boris:  Then you decided to kill me.

Nora:  I cried at nights, nobody saw my tears.

Boris:  Then you decided to kill me.

Nora:  I gave up all my acquaintances and friends who said anything bad about you, even just once – and everybody had nothing to say but bad things about you.

Boris:  Then you decided to kill me.

Nora:  I was left quite alone. I was surrounded only by fierce dogs which hated me - served faithfully, but hated me for that.

Boris:  Then you decided to kill me.

Nora:  When you disappeared for two months and nobody could find you, I thought that you were no longer alive. I found that same Chinese lady, took the tea caddy to her, told her everything and asked her to conduct the tea ceremony. She refused. She said that it was a pity that I hadn’t left you with her. She had always dreamt of having a boy, a son. But God didn’t give her a son. She would have been able to have made a proper man of you. It’s a pity that I didn’t listen to her. She thought that you were probably not still alive. Anyway, I could go to town N… and go to the hospital in town N… and enquire there whether they had, by chance, a such and such patient in the neurological department - and describe you to them. Well, when I found you there, when I saw you, my heart should have leapt for joy, but I felt that my heart was silent.

Boris:  Why?

Nora:  Because you was not my child. It was a grown-up man who had got into trouble and who needed help and nothing else. I imagined that it was not my son. That man couldn’t play the piano so emotionally that it made him cry as my son used to do. That man would never have wandered all night in the rain and come back sparkling as if  he was hiding the sun within himself all night; and laugh in such a way that everyone around became joyful and calm. I thought that whoever that man was, he was not my son. He resembled my son only a little; that son whom I lost for ever.

(pause)

Boris:  (sarcastically) Now, I have to cry and lay my head on your bosom.

Nora:  Yes.

Boris:  You, girl, have bad taste. I don’t like this story.

(He throws the tea caddy on the floor and puts the razor to Nora’s throat.)

Boris:  On your knees, Nora, on your knees.

Nora:  Are you able to kill your mother?

Boris:  No. I am not able to kill Maya, she is stronger than me. You are right about that. But you can drive me to commit that sin.

Nora:  Well, I am ready to receive death at your hand. I am ready for anything.

Boris:  Why is there tension in your voice? Didn’t you try to do the same to me when I was shaving?

Nora:  I only wanted to kiss you.

Boris:  Where does this familiarity come from? What has happened? What has happened that you could simply come and kiss me when you want to? Answer!

Nora:  I shouldn’t kneel any more.

Boris:  You shouldn’t take me that literally.

Nora:  It is difficult to talk when you have a razor at your throat.

Boris:  Shall I take it away?

Nora:  Yes, that would be better.

Boris:  OK. (throws the razor on the floor) I didn’t want to kill you anyway. Notice that I didn’t even scratch you and my scratch is still bleeding. So what has happened? I am waiting for your reply.

Nora:  So, don’t you remember anything?

Boris:  I remember everything, but I can’t think of anything that would allow you to behave so freely.

Nora:  You are right.

Boris:  Isn’t it like that?

Nora:  Everything is like that. The fact that I gave you my virginity is a trifle for you.

Boris:  Did you give your virginity for me?

Nora:  Let’s not speak about it. In general, let’s not talk about me. From this minute, as it always was, only you exist.

Boris:  Wait, wait, somehow I can’t understand you. We were close, weren’t we?

Nora:  There are no people closer than we are. You and I are the whole thing. Let’s talk about you.

Boris:  Wait a minute. Answer my question. Was there anything between us?

Nora:  We joined ourselves together.

Boris:  Did we sleep as man and woman?

Nora:  What do you mean?

Boris:  (greatly irritated) Well, how can I put it? Did we sleep together?

Nora:  No, you were not in the right mood.

Boris:  (with relief) What do you mean by ‘we were joined together’ then?

Nora:  We were united spiritually.

Boris:  What does ‘the gift of virginity’ mean?

Nora:  It’s very simple. I became a woman.

Boris:  Wait, you were a woman before I existed.

Nora:  No.

Boris:  But you have a son, haven’t you?

Nora:  But I didn’t say that I became a mother. I became a mother long ago, before you were born.

Boris:  How come?

Nora:  It’s very simple. You are older than me.

Boris:  You have another son, a real one.

Nora:  You are my real son.

Boris:  Let it be so. I gather that you are making a game of notions. You are in a philosophical mood now, though damn me, I can’t see at the present moment, any reason why you should be in a philosophical mood. Let’s leave it as it is; let it be that way. Explain to me, how could you give me your virginity?

Nora:  But you don’t doubt that it was that way.

Boris:  I do doubt it. Moreover, I don’t believe it.

Nora:  I’ll prove it to you.

Boris:  Please do.

Nora:  When you woke up, what did you first set your eyes on.

Boris:  I don’t remember.

Nora:  I’ll help you. The first thing you saw was the white light, daylight. Isn’t that so?

Boris:  Exactly!

Nora:  Did you make any use of it?

Boris:  In what sense? How can one make use of a bright light?

Nora:  Did you enjoy it or was it unpleasant for you? Before you answer this question, don’t forget to remember that your hands became alive again. So what then? Did you enjoy the daylight?

Boris:  Yes, I did enjoy it.

Nora:  Well, and the white colour, you should know, is the colour of virginity. So …

Boris:  So, I made use of the virginity. Now everything is clear. Why didn’t you let me know all this before?

Nora:  What?

Boris:  Well, the fact that you are not well.

Nora:  I am completely healthy. If I were ill, I would have died long ago, having such a son as you.

Boris:  I am not your son. Come down to earth.

Nora:  Would you would like to be only my first man?

Boris:  I am not your first man.

Nora:  And would you like to be that?

Boris:  No.

Nora:  So it took place against your will, did it? That happens sometimes. I understand you. That is why you are afraid to admit this fact to yourself and thus to me too.

Boris:  Stop this comedy.

Nora:  That’s all. We won’t return to this topic.

Boris:  I am happy about that.

Nora:  Are you really happy?

Boris:  Yes, when you said let’s not return to this topic, I felt a sharp burst of happiness.

(Nora leaves the room.)

Boris:  (calls after her) Bring me my things.

Nora:  (from the next room) What shall I bring?

Boris:  Do I have many things here?

Nora:  There are all your clothes and toys.

Boris:  Toys?

Nora:  Well, yes, toys. I didn’t throw them away. They are still there in the corner in that wooden box with clowns on it. I thought, suppose I have another child some day. You asked for a little brother when you were a child.

Boris:  (smiling cunningly, as if going along with a mad woman’s game) You can rave on all you like, it is all the same to me.

Nora:  So the children’s things or the grown-ups, I didn’t understand?

Boris:  Grown-ups.

Nora:  Do you see me as a woman?

Boris doesn’t answer Nora’s question.
pause
Eventually Nora enters, wearing a gold-embroidered gown. Most probably such gowns are worn in China only during solemn occasions.
She carries an exactly similar gown and red cap. She comes up to Boris and puts the clothes on him. The lights grow dim. Oriental music sounds.

Scene 4

It is evening.
It is raining in the street.
It is getting dark in the room. The room is lit only by a nightlight. 
Nora and Boris in their gold-embroidered gowns are sitting at the small table.
Nora has fair, fluffy hair. It looks as if it has absorbed all the light from the previous scene.
She doesn’t look like a Chinese lady any more.
Nora is conducting the tea ceremony.
The familiar oriental music can be heard playing on a piano.

Nora:  

Something which is calm is easier to retain.

Something which is not revealed is easier to control.

Something which is fragile is easier to destroy.

Something that is thin is easier to disperse.

Implement it when it is not available.

Organise it when there are no disorders.

A tree trunk which can be embraced is born from the thinnest sapling.

A tower nine stories high rises from a pile of earth.

Movement one thousand li starts under the feet.

When you carry it out, you will lose it.

Boris:  When you carry it out, you will lose it. Talk to me.

(Nora is smiling.)

Boris:  Why are you smiling?

Nora:  You have spoken to me for the first time in two months. I am pleased. It is always pleasant to speak with you.

Boris:  I was far away during those two months.

Nora:  Did you miss me?

Boris:  Yes, I missed you. Nothing here has changed.

Nora:  The art of transformation requires external constancy.

Boris:  Ah. Incidentally, there are still some changes. You have a new musician. A pianist? Doesn’t his playing the piano disconcert you? It doesn’t seem to me to be the right instrument.

Nora:  Then you must listen more attentively.

(Boris strains to hear better.)

Boris:  Yes, it looks as if he feels the melody. He even expresses some originality. Who is he?

Nora:  It’s my son.

Boris:  Who taught him to play the piano like that?

Nora:  A rich woman. Her son who was formerly a pianist, died. He was a very good pianist, but then he fell in with bad company, had some dubious affairs, got a lot of money and came to a bad end.

Boris:  What happened to him exactly?

Nora:  He drowned in the bath.

Boris:  So he drowned in the bath did he? Is that really possible?

Nora:  Somehow, he managed it.

Boris:  Maybe someone helped him?

Nora:  No, he lived quite alone. He didn’t mix with anyone, not even his mother. It seems to have happened during a fit – he suffered from fits after a car accident. He was a strange person. For example, he thought that his hands stopped doing what he wanted them to do. He hated his mother who loved him dearly. He thought that all his misfortunes came because of her.

Boris:  Hatred is a bloom which blossoms on the flower of love.

Nora:  He didn’t really like other people in general, but most of all, I think he hated himself. His mother became very sad about it and when she saw my son, she suggested that he should live with her for a while, so that she could give him piano lessons.

Boris:  He plays the piano excellently. He has skilful hands.

Nora:  And what about your hands?

Boris:  So, what about my hands?

Nora:  (laughs) Doesn’t it seem to you that they don’t do what you want them to do?

Boris:  It is most interesting that once I had a bad dream about it. The day before, I cut myself with a cut-throat razor. It was an accident. I was shaving and cut my wrist. It seemed in my dream that my hands would not obey me. It was terrible! I remember some woman quite vaguely. I am in her home. She is kissing my fingers and I don’t feel anything. I cry out helplessly.

Nora:  What about the woman?

Boris:  The woman is, on the contrary, smiling. Smiling and comforting – I hate her for that. She is kissing my hands; I hate her and all women together with her. I can well imagine what fear that other man felt.

Nora:  Did that woman resemble anyone you know?

Boris:  She seemed familiar to me. Like someone from my childhood, but I couldn’t quite place her.

Nora:  What happened next then?

Boris:  After that, I woke up. My bandages were soaked with blood and my hands really were numb. There was no feeling in them.

Nora:  What happened after that?

Boris:  After that, it was as if a hot electric current flowed through me. My fingers could move again. I was the happiest man in the world. I don’t like nightmares.

Nora:  Nightmares, as you have noticed, give you the opportunity to feel happy when you wake up.

Boris:  But still, I prefer pleasant dreams.

Nora:  What have you been doing with yourself these two months?

Boris:  You are becoming too nosy.

Nora:  I’m sorry.

Boris:  In such unstable times as these, excessive curiosity is punishable.

Nora:  I am ready to be punished. The rules remain the same.

Boris:  Rules? What rules?

Nora:  The rules of the tea ceremony. The rules of obedience.

Boris:  That’s interesting. It appears that I can punish you any time I like, any time I feel like it.

Nora:  Yes, of course.

Boris:  And what else can I do?

Nora:  You can do anything. I will fulfil any of your wishes.

Boris:  Really? That’s wonderful! What shall I wish for?

Nora:  I don’t know.

Boris:  Let me think. Show me your son.

Nora:  You want me to show you my son? What for?

Boris:  I feel like meeting him. I liked his playing and now I would like to see him in person.

Nora:  Unfortunately, that is very hard to do.

Boris:  Why?

Nora:  It is dark in here. You won’t be able to see him very well from a distance.

Boris:  But he can come nearer, can’t he?

Nora:  I wouldn’t like him to come close to this small table.

Boris:  Why?

Nora:  The tea ceremony is not for children.

Boris:  What is so special about the tea ceremony?

Nora:  I’m not sure. He might see something that he shouldn’t see.

Boris:  Like what?

Nora:  Well, I don’t know – whatever! Take gaiwan for instance or that old tea caddy.

Boris:  What if he does?

Nora:  Who knows, maybe something or other will imprint itself in his memory.

Boris:  So, what if it does?

Nora:  With that object, he will be forever linked with the rain, this evening, us and something which is inside us.

Boris:  What is bad about that?

Nora:  Do you know what is happening inside you today? Don’t forget that what we are thinking about, may actually happen.

Boris:  I didn’t think about that.

Nora:  So you can’t say with confidence that there will never be any danger.

Boris:  I can say confidently that there is no danger. I can’t think of anything bad that could happen.

Nora:  You don’t know yourself at all. Don’t get offended, but it is a characteristic of all of us. (pause) Forget what I said just now. You do not need that at all now. It is simply that it is dark here now.

Boris:  We can put the big light on.

Nora:  You mustn’t do that.

Boris:  Why not?

Nora:  If you put on a big light during the tea ceremony, something may happen which would be very difficult to correct afterwards.

Boris:  Something bad?

Nora:  Not necessarily bad, but definitely something that you won’t be able to correct afterwards. If we don’t know whether what will happen will be bad or good, why should we take the risk.

Boris:  I want something to happen.

Nora:  You have changed a lot during the two months when I didn’t see you.

Boris:  I want something to happen.

Nora:  You are behaving like a child.

Boris:  I like being a child.

Nora:  It is not like what you are imagining. There will be no tricks when the light is on, no funny tricks.

Boris:  What is going on here?

Nora:  I don’t know, it is not a very pleasant feeling.

Boris:  What sort of feeling?

Nora:  Everybody has their own.

Boris:  What are you feeling now?

Nora:  Did you ever fly in your childhood dreams?

Boris:  Yes, I remember such dreams very well.

Nora:  Well, then, when you are flying in your dreams, you subconsciously realise that it is only a dream. If you happen to fall, nothing dangerous will happen. You will just wake up and that’s it. So here you are, you are dreaming that you are falling, and it is high time that you woke up, but you are unable to wake up. You are getting frightened. The fear is growing and you have a vague idea that you won’t be able to wake up, that it is all serious. At this moment, the light switches on.

(The big light turns on. The music stops. Boris automatically buries his face in his hands.)

(pause)

Boris:  Turn off the light! Turn off the light at once! Who switched on the light?

Nora:  Just you, yourself,

Boris:  I never moved from the spot.

Nora:  I warned you that thoughts could make things actually happen.

Boris:  (removing his hands from his face) I can’t see anything.

Nora:  It will soon pass.

Boris:  I can’t hear any music.

Nora:  The boy can’t play and watch us at the same time.

Boris:  Watch us?

Nora:  Yes, you were curious to see him and he is no less curious to see us. Previously, he couldn’t do that because it was dark, but now, thanks to you he has such an opportunity.

Boris:  Let him come into the room.

Nora:  He can’t.

Boris:  Why not? Is he shy?

Nora:  No, he thinks that we can’t see him. He wonders what will happen next.

Boris:  What nonsense. I’m not going to become the object of his observation.

Nora:  Why not? Are we planning to do anything bad?

Boris:  No, of course not, but it is not pleasant to be watched. Admit it.

Nora:  What about your eyes?

Boris:  I can see now, but I feel as if sand has got into my eyes.

Nora:  Is it like falling from a height?

Boris:  No, my mother would smack me if she caught me spying on anybody.

Nora:  I look on such things in a much simpler way. Maybe because nobody smacked me during my childhood. What is your relationship with your mother now.

Boris:  I have no relationship with my mother at all.

Nora:  But, you see, I will always have a wonderful relationship with my son. He will grow up to be a real man.

Boris:  Tell him to look away. I don’t want him to look at me, I’m not an animal.

Nora:  (laughs) All of us are like animals to some extent. I, for instance, look like a little fox. And you, what do you look like?

Boris:  Stop this comedy at once! I don’t find anything amusing about what is going on.

Nora:  You can’t imagine how amusing we are in this light!

Boris:  So what is amusing about us?

Nora:  By our looks, we are trying to show that we are not children, but all in vain, we just look amusing. In fact, there is no age difference between people. There is only a different degree of tiredness. Tiredness, that is all. A person is born and dies with a perception of some average age. That is why he is always surprised, why all of a sudden, he finds he is suffering all sorts of misfortune when he is quite innocent.

Boris:  I will punish you.

Nora:  I have already said that I am ready for any punishment. So how are you going to punish me?

Boris:  I’ll correct your mother’s mistake.

Nora:  Are you going to spank me?

Boris:  Yes, spank like the little girl which you are now pretending to be.

(Nora lies on the little table and lifts the skirt of her gown.)

Nora:  I am ready.

(Boris is dumbstruck with astonishment.)

Nora:  So, what are you waiting for? Don’t be afraid, imagine that you are my strict, but loving, father. You don’t want to spank me, but you should do it or the girl will be completely spoilt. It is hard to begin, but then it will get easier. First, you have to forget that I am a woman. It is hard to do, but in our case it is necessary, otherwise everything will turn upside down and will get completely confused.

Boris:  Whatever are you doing? Stop it immediately. We are being watched.

Nora:  Nobody is watching us.

Boris:  What about the boy?

Nora:  What boy?

Boris:  Your son who is watching us.

Nora:  Nobody is watching us, he has gone away. He got upset and left.

Boris:  Got upset? Why did he get upset?

Nora:  He didn’t like you.

Boris:  Get up at once.

(Nora sits at the table again.)

Boris:  Why didn’t he like me?

Nora:  You are a bit cowardly.

Boris:  Are you saying that I am a coward?

Nora:  Yes.

Boris:  So, I really did have to spank you, did I? Would he have liked that?

Nora:  No, he left earlier.

Boris:  When?

Nora:  When you just allowed yourself to speak disparagingly about your mother.

Boris:  How does my mother concern him?

Nora:  If you don’t like your own mother, it means that you don’t like his mother either. He got offended on my behalf and left. It was really not something pleasant for him and it is not a pleasant thing for me either. It leaves a nasty aftertaste. It would have been better if you had spanked me. Maybe I would have forgotten about it.

Boris:  Why on earth should I love you?

Nora:  In his opinion, a mother and father should love each other.

Boris:  Father? Whose father?

Nora:  His father.

Boris:  Who is his father?

Nora:  You are.

Boris:  Me?! I am his father?!

Nora:  Well, yes, who else? Don’t pretend you have forgotten about it.

Boris:  What nonsense, are you dreaming?

Nora:  No. But I must admit that there was a time when I was dreaming about you. And me, didn’t you dream about me too?

Boris:  Am I the father of your child?

Nora:  You offend me by that question.

Boris:  But there was nothing between us. 

Nora:  Maybe you really did forget everything.

Boris:  There was nothing between us.

Nora:  There was – and there wasn’t. You shouldn’t be afraid. Why are you afraid all the time? I am not pressing any claims on you.

Boris:  What claims? I can’t understand anything. I am beginning to doubt myself. You are speaking so confidently. I used to drink heavily before; maybe I don’t remember some things.

Nora:  Maybe. I am not cross with you. Let’s change the subject.

Boris:  Wait, let’s find out what is wrong about all this.

Nora:  There is nothing to find out.

Boris:  Remind me. Please, help me.

Nora:  There is nothing to remind you about. Nothing special happened.

Boris:  But still I won’t calm down until I remember. Help me.

Nora:  You recollected that evening quite recently. You recollected it yourself.

Boris:  Now?

Nora:  Yes, now

Boris:  Help me.

Nora:  Do you remember that woman who kissed your hands?

Boris:  Did she kiss my hands?

Nora:  Yes, your hands couldn’t feel anything and the woman kissed them and smiled to reassure you.

Boris:  But that was only in a dream!

Nora:  Try to recollect what that woman was like.

Boris:  I’m telling you that I am trying to remember but nothing happens.

Nora:  But still try harder to remember.

Boris:  (Closes his eyes.) No, I can’t remember anything.

Nora:  Was there anything unusual about her?

Boris:  Yes, there was something peculiar.

Nora:  Didn’t she look like a Chinese lady?

Boris:  That’s right, she did look like a Chinese lady. Now, I remember, she had dark hair and characteristically slanted eyes. So what about it?

Nora:  Now, look at me, only look carefully at me.

Boris:  So what?

Nora:  Was it someone else?

Boris:  She was a Chinese lady and you are fair-haired.

Nora:  It has nothing to do with the hair and the slanted eyes. How can you think of a woman like that – is a woman just an object?

Boris:  I think she was shorter than you.

Nora:  Again, you are just repeating the same mistake. Look carefully into my eyes, deep into my eyes. Look very carefully.

Boris:  Don’t you want to say what you mean?

Nora:  Exactly!

Boris:  You have changed a lot.

Nora:  But at the same time, I have remained just the same.

Boris:  Now you look more like my wife.

Nora:  I am your wife!

Boris:  My wife and I parted from each other.

Nora:  I haven’t seen you for two long months.

Boris:  No, I am speaking about another wife.

Nora:  There is only one woman in the life of a man. There can’t be another one. She is his daughter, mother, wife and lover. She may look differently at different times, but in fact, she doesn’t change. She is HIS WOMAN.

(The lights dim.)

Boris:  Nora.

Nora:  You tried so hard to forget my name, but still it was on the tip of your tongue.

Boris:  Nora.

Nora:  There is no other name more appropriate for the tea ceremony.

Boris:  Nora.

Nora:  You tried so hard to get way from me, you ran away but every time you came back.

Boris:  Nora.

Nora:  You ran away from me when you were a little boy and you were afraid of my power. You ran away from me when you were a man because you were ashamed of what you had done. You ran away from me when you were punished and so ill, because you were seeking death and I could cure you. I gave you back your youthful strength and you still ran away from me. I gave birth to a wonderful son for you and you ran away from me. You have been running from me throughout all our lifetimes, but each time you returned.

Boris:  Nora.

Nora:  Now you have returned for me to conduct the tea ceremony, because you seek peace.

Boris:  Nora.

Nora:  What do you want?

Boris:  I want to sleep. Simply to sleep without any dreams. I am so tired of those dreams. I simply want to sleep.

Nora:  (She sips from the cup and offers it to Boris.) Have a drink of tea, it will help you. You will fall sleep. You will fall fast asleep. When you wake up, all your toys will be in their places. I will take care of everything.

It grows completely dark, only the nightlight and the red cap on Boris’s head can be seen in the black foreground. Now the loud breathing of a child can be heard, then his whispering, “Look what a funny cap he has on his head! What does it mean, Maya?” Absolute darkness. It is raining.

The End

� A gaiwan is literally a lidded bowl.





