DIARY OF A MADMAN

By Jayne Wright

Freely adapted from the story by NIKOLAI GOGOL

Characters

AKSENTY IVANOVICH, a lowly clerk in a government office

MARVA, his elderly servant

© 1985,2002 by Jayne Wright and Café Theatre Productions. 

No performance, public reading or any other form of representation or reproduction may take place without a licence from:

Café Theatre Productions

3 Cambridge Court, 4 Earlham Street, London WC2H 9RZ. 

Telephone/fax +44 (0)20 7240 0794. 

E-mail cafeprods@aol.com

Or from:

Universal Arts

18 Queensferry Street, Edinburgh EH2 4QW, Scotland, UK

Telephone +44 (0)131 478 0195   

E-mail admin@universal-arts.com 

In Spain only:

universalarts@telefonica.net

+34 952 71 75 19
 [A room in AKSENTY'S rundown apartment. MARVA enters, dusting the furniture. She sees AKSENTY in the next room, lying in bed. She starts, utters a low scream, run to stage centre and talks to the audience with sigh and much hair tearing]

MARVA
Oh, God, oh, God. Past ten o'clock in the morning, and he is lying on his back in bed, wide awake, staring at the ceiling! What is there to see in a ceiling? Nothing. Past ten o'clock and still in bed, as if the office didn't exist. As if he wasn't a government official in the department. It never happened before and it isn't a good omen. What shall I do? What shall I do? I'd better make out I noticed nothing.

[AKSENTY enters, in a nightshirt and a very old dressing gown. He is in a good mood, humming happily]

MARVA
Good morning, Aksenty Ivanaovich... You must have slept very heavy to wake up so late.

AKSENTY:
Not a bit. I have been awake for hours, lying on my back. 

[Confidentially]

Staring at the ceiling...

MARVA:
Oh, God, the ceiling.

AKSENTY:
You may well ask, MARVA, What can a man, lying on his back in bed, see in a ceiling? Except some spider webs in corners.

MARVA
I'm sorry, Aksenty Ivanovich, I shall…

AKSENTY
A ceiling is not a ceiling.

MARVA
[With a forced chuckle]

A ceiling is not a ceiling?

AKSENTY
A ceiling is a wide canvas upon which the human imagination can paint scenes as beautiful as the works of Michelangelo or Raphael. Listen to me, MARVA, next time you lie in bed idly, stare at the ceiling. It will open your eyes.

MARVA
Me, lie in bed? Idly? You mock me. You know full well that what with slaving for you, cleaning up and tidying after you and cooking for you and looking after you when you have a cold and darning your socks and mending your shirts and coats and carrying coal and fetching water for you and running your errands and sweeping the ceiling of spider webs, I have hardly time to lie sleeping in bed, let alone wide awake and idle.

AKSENTY
[Mimics MARVA]

Awake and idle... Awake and idle...

MARVA
And worrying about your health. I heard the church clock striking ten times. A long time ago.

AKSENTY
[Lightly]

It must be almost eleven, then.

MARVA
Oh, God! 

[Mimics AKSENTY]

Almost eleven… This has never happened in all the time I've been your servant, Aksenty Ivanovich.

AKSENTY
What hasn't?

MARVA
You sitting here on a Monday morning, all calm and collected, as if... as if...

AKSENTY
As if what?

MARVA
Are you ill, Aksenti Ivanovich?

AKSENTY
I am as fit as a fiddle, thank you.

MARVA
What about the office, then?

AKSENTY
Ah, the office. That is a good question. That is an extremely good question. 

[Opens the diary, stands at the fireplace, writes]

'Today,  an extraordinary event took place: I woke up late.'

MARVA
Eleven o'clock on a Monday morning.

AKSENTY
My faithful servant MARVA said to me: 'This hasn't happened in the eight years I've been working for you.

MARVA       No, it hasn't.

AKSENTY     In fact, it hasn't happened in the twenty years I have been employed by the Department. I said to myself this morning, 'Today you are not going to the office. You will watch the ceiling instead'.

MARVA      Oh, God, oh, God. This is a bad omen.

AKSENTY     Indeed it is. For him.

[Points to the ceiling]

The Ostrich.

MARVA      The what?

AKSENTY    [Jumps up. Angrily paces up and down the room]

The bald-headed Ostrich! Our cashier, who sits on the Department money like a desert bird on her precious eggs. I practically go down on your knees before him. 'Please, may I have an advance? A tiny advance against next month's salary? Please? Please, sir...' And do you know what his answer is to such humble groveling? Do you?

MARVA    No.

AKSENTY     [Surprised] 

How did you know? 'No, no, no! No advance! Not a single rouble! Not even a miserly kopek! Nothing!' Well, the Ostrich will be sorry this morning, when he sees my chair empty and myself absent. He will melt in his breeches. 'Where is our dear, dear Aksenty Ivanovich? Why isn't he at his post today? Our wonderful, clever colleague? A man of sterling qualities? Who reads all the serious scientific, literary and philosophical newspapers? Who knows everything that goes on in the world?  What has happened to him?' That's what he will ask, wringing his hands. And so will the Pelican.

MARVA    The Pe...Pe...Pe...?

AKSENTY     Pe-li-can.

[Makes a 'Pelican' sound]

Eh...eh...eh. The Head Clerk. Look at the ceiling, MARVA. There he is! Look at his silly fat face. Look at his drooping jaw. 'Aksenty Ivanovich not at his post, eh, eh? I must have upset his noble soul.' This will teach him to say to me every day, 'Your head is in a muddle again, eh? You flutter like a headless chicken all around the room, eh?  You've mixed up papers, omitted reference numbers, begun whole paragraphs with unadorned letters and left out the date, haven't you, eh, eh, eh?' Stupid Pelican!  Me, leave out the date! If there is one thing that never escapes me, it's the date!  I have a dream: it's midnight. Clouds, and in the clouds, a hand, as large as Africa, slowly turning the leaves of a heavenly calendar. A new date is born. I am at peace with the world. And that vulgar 'eh-eh' accuses me of leaving out the date! He is jealous. He can't bear to see the DIRECTOR GENERAL of our Department asking me to step into his office. Yes, humble me, into the holy of holes. 'Come in.' he says to me. 'Come in this very minute and sharpen my pens. Fast.' I sometimes manage to mend twenty pens at a stretch. And once a week, he tells me to go to his house to mend his private pens in his private study. No wonder the Pelican is envious and falsely accuses me of forgetting dates. Me, who is obsessed with dates. As soon a I open my eyes in the morning, I say to myself, 'Today is Monday, the Third of October in the year ... or whatever the date is. I never---

[Slaps his forehead]

Oh, my God!

[Rushes to his diary, turns pages. Falls on the floor]

Oh, no, no, no!

MARVA      What's the matter, Aksenty Ivanovich?

AKSENTY     Catastrophe! Calamity! I'm done for.

MARVA       What is it?

AKSENTY     The Third of October. That's what it is! And a Monday.

MARVA       I've told you it was a Monday.

AKSENTY     But you never said it was the first Monday of the month. That's when we have our general inspection. What will they say when they see me absent?! I'm done for.

MARVA       No. Aksenty Ivanovich. It's not too late. Go to the office now. Tell them you were sick in the night. I'll get your boots ready. And your umbrella. it's raining cats and dogs. 

         [Goes out]

AKSENTY     Did you say 'dogs'?

MARVA       [Pops her head into the room]

Cats and dogs.

[Disappears]

AKSENTY  Dogs... Mm, that's funny. Dogs...

MARVA       Hurry up, Aksenty Ivanovich!

[AKSENTY rushes to his room]

BLACKOUT

--------

[In the dark, soft barking is heard. As the lights go on, AKSENTY is discovered, in his dressing gown, pacing the room, notebook and pencil in hand]

AKSENTY  [Barks, writes in his notebook]

Hello, Madgie.

[Barks, writes in his notebook]

Hello, Fido. How are you this morning?

[Barks, writes in his notebook]

Top of the morning, my darling... 

Mm, well spoken. Very well spoken.

[ MARVA bursts into the room. She looks in corners and under chairs, speaks angrily to AKSENTY, who is too engrossed in his diary to notice her]

MARVA       Excuse me, Aksenty Ivanovich for bursting in like this, so late at night, but I must know at once if you want to keep a here. I'm not staying under the same roof as a dog. My hands are full as it is, what with scrubbing and washing and tidying up and looking after you. I won't clear up after a smelling dog, I won't. It's either me or the bleeding dog. If you love dogs, let the dog cook your dinners.

[AKSENTY barks softly. MARVA recoils. knocks against a chair and falls over]

AKSENTY     MARVA, what's the matter?

MARVA       Nothing, Aksenty Ivanovich. Nothing.

AKSENTY     [imitating MARVA]

         Nothing, Aksenty Ivanovich. Nothing.

[Barks and growls at MARVA, who reacts with fear]

Are you afraid of me?

MARVA       [Trembling]

N...no.

AKSENTY     Are you saying to yourself, 'Poor Aksenty Ivanovich has turned into an animal'.

MARVA       N...no.

AKSENTY  All I am doing is saying a few words in Doggish. Dog language.

         [Barks and growls]

AKSENTY  You don't believe me, do you.

MARVA    Of course I do.

AKSENTY      Quiet!

[Goes to the door, right, listens]

Can I tell you something in confidence?

MARVA    Where?

AKSENTY     I am working on a Russian-Doggish dictionary. The scientific sensation of the century! Don't tell anybody in academic circles. I don't want my ideas stolen, MARVA.

MARVA       Yes, sir. Can I go now?

AKSENTY     Don't you want to hear about Doggish? It all came to in a flash: grammar, syntax, vocabulary - the whole caboodle! In the street, this morning. I am on my way to the office,  when a carriage shoots past, splashing water and mud. It pulls up outside the French fashion store. And I notice it's the Director General's private coach!  A footman runs forward, opens the carriage door and out steps a bird of paradise... a butterfly... a creature so lovely...so exquisite... she could melt the heart of a vampire. His daughter. Her excellency Sophie. She looks right and giggles gently, she looks left and giggles again. I push myself hard against a wall. I am so scared she would recognise me and blurt out in front of everybody, 

[In high falsetto]

'Why, if it isn't that charming young man, Aksenty Ivanovich, who mends daddy's pens every Tuesday. Hello.'

MARVA    Did she really speak to you?

AKSENTY     She didn't recognize me. Luckily. I didn't want her to see me in my old-fashioned overcoat. She turned to her dog, a little ugly Pekinese.

[In high falsetto]

'Madgie, darling, you stay out here with the footman, while I go inside to buy a new dress.'

[In his own voice]

And she floats into the shop. At that very moment I hear a bark. And I see a big dig. And his bark has a meaning. Yes, he says...

[Reads from the diary, gruffly]

Hello, Madgie.

[Shrilly]

Hello, Fido. How are you this morning?

[Gruffly]

Top of the morning, my darling... 

Mm, well spoken. Very well spoken. Don't you agree, MARVA?

MARVA    Yes, sir. Anything you say, sir.

AKSENTY  I pinch myself. Ouch!  Then I hear Madgie again.

[Barks gently]

Meaning: 'All winter I've been indisposed. As sick as a dog.'

MARVA    The dog said that?

AKSENTY     At first I, too, am astonished. But amazing events are happening every day... in every corner of the world. Take for example, the case pf the Lancashire trout. In a river... in England... a fish... swam to the bank... and spoke two or three words in a language so bizarre that the scientists of the Royal Society of London have been hard put to make head or tail of it. Amazing...

MARVA       Talking fish...

AKSENTY     And in our own country, in the city of Kiev, two goats stepped into a shop and said in plain Russian, 'A pound of china tea, please'. The shopkeeper was amazed. It was splashed all over the serious papers.

MARVA       Goats? China tea?

AKSENTY     Something even more exciting happened this morning. Something that will fox even the most serious newspaper.  Dog letters. Oh, yes, exactly! Dogs writing letters in their own private language. Like you and me. Anyway, like me. There's Madgie and she is talking to Fido. And she says, 'I've written to you regularly all winter. But if you didn't get more than one or two letters, then it must be the footman's fault. I told him to deliver the letters to your address. But he obviously ... woof woof ... obviously... didn't. He is lazy, like all humans.'

MARVA       Madgie the dog says all that?

AKSENTY     I go up to the footmen and say to him, 'Are your ears burning, stupid? These dogs are talking about you.' But the stinker only laughs and tells me I'm mad. It's hard to believe all this, eh?

MARVA       Yes, very hard.

AKSENTY     I wouldn't have believed it myself, if I didn't hear every bark with my own...

[Gravely]

The truth is that lately, I have been hearing... and seeing... some very bizarre things. Very very... er... metaphysical.

[Zestfully]

Anyway, in view of my momentous scientific discovery, I decide to give the office a miss.

MARVA       Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God.

AKSENTY  I follow Fido and his two mistresses. They turn into a side street, cross a canal and go up some stairs, then go down again and turn left and right and right again until they come to a big grey house, several stories up. I know it quite well. Many families live there, like bees in a hive. Most of the men are cooks, but some are clerks. And there's a fellow in an attic who plays the trumpet in his spare time.

[Blows a tune with his mouth]

I like his music. But the neighbours rather hate it... So, the two ladies and Fido go into the big house and walk upstairs. I follow them like a shadow. Up one landing, and another... onto the fifth floor. They enter  a small flat. My first intuition is to knock on their door and say, 'I want to have a word with your dog Fido.' That would have astonished them no end.

[Laughs]

But I hold back. Patience. One day soon I shall go there again and look for the letters Madgie had sent Fido. Eureka! And when I find them, I shall be famous, a second Isaac Newton!

[Subsides]

So you see, my dear MARVA, you have nothing to worry about. There is no dog here. Go to bed. Night night.

MARVA      Only if you promise to go to the office in the morning, Aksenty Ivanovich. Please.

AKSENTY     [Dreamily]

         Is tomorrow Tuesday?!

MARVA       It is.

AKSENTY     Don't talk me out of going to work, MARVA. I am due at the Director General's house to mend all his private pens. Oh, pray for me, MARVA.

MARVA       I always do. before I go to sleep. I pray God to keep you healthy and happy.

AKSENTY     And catch a glimpse of her. The butterfly. The Swan, the Bird of Eden. I shall be there on the dot, if not sooner.

MARVA       Thank God, oh, God, oh, God. He is cured. he is all there again.

[Goes out]

AKSENTY     I shall mend thirty six pens. Only a very clever man would need so many quills and pencils, always sharp and ready for action: orders, proclamations, decrees, signatures, signatures, initials and more signatures. So many men, women, children, cows and goats, dogs and cats depend on the stroke of each of his thirty six pens and pencils.

[Writes in the diary]

Tuesday, I am in his private study surrounded by his books and pictures. A thick, priceless, Persian carpet covers the parquet floor. The curtains are velvet. A temple of knowledge and wisdom. The Director General is such a noble man with such authority in his eyes. He never speaks a word too many. When I hand him his pens, he strokes his short beard, coughs lightly, humhums and ahems and huffs and says just four words. Four simple words: 'Has the weather turned?' A quiver shoots down my spine. I stiffen up. My heart palpitates, I sweat, I say: 'No, sir...' Another cough. 'I see. It's still raining.' Not a word more. Oh, what depths... what heights. Compared to him, I am a nobody. A bedbug. A speck of dust...

[Angrily]

But not as specky as his footman. Pox marked bullying beastly brute. He glowers at me, 'You! Have you done with the damn pens? Push off, get lost, on the double!' Uncouth, illiterate villain. I want to say this to him and that... but all that comes out is, 'Yes, sir...' 'Sir.' To him!  'Sir.' One day I'll stand my ground. I'll draw myself up full length and bellow at him, 'Bah!' That'll put him in his place.

[Makes a thumb-down gesture.]

[Romantically]

I think I can hear the butterfly...

SOPHIE   [Off. Her voice is loud and shrill. She speaks with a heavy lisp]

Daddy!  Where are you, daddy?

AKSENTY     Oh, what a voice... So melodious it makes me cry.

[Looks down at his feet]

Oh, dear, my boots are all chewed up. It's that damn bitch pf hers, who likes to bark at me and bite my ankles.

[SOPHIE pokes her head through the door]]

Oh, she is going to speak to me. I know she is. My heart has stopped. I am going to faint.

[SOPHIE enters, a very plain woman, vulgar and spoilt]

SOPHIE   Are you there, daddy?... This isn't fair. I need more money for my shopping!

AKSENTY     How charming... She needs plenty of money for her shopping.

SOPHIE   [Addresses AKSENTY]

You, there. Have you seen my daddy?

AKSENTY  Oh, what a voice! A real swan. I mean a canary on the wings of sublime song. An incomparable musical bird. I ache to say to her, 'Your excellency, kill me and I shall die happy. Spare my life and I shall be your slave forever.' I want to say this... and that... and more... but... I am choking with emotion.

SOPHIE   Are you deaf?

[AKSENTY shakes his head]

Answer me, then! Have you seen daddy?

AKSENTY  I... I... I...

SOPHIE   [Giggles]

What's the matter? Has the cat had your tongue?

AKSENTY     I... I... I...

SOPHIE   [Mocks AKSENTY]

         'I... I... I...' My little parrot talks better than you. You are a bit of an blockhead, aren't you?

[AKSENTY giggles stupidly]

You are the pen-boy, aren't you?

[AKSENTY giggles, nods]

Do you like mending pens?

[AKSENTY giggles, nods, shakes his head]

You are nodding and shaking your head at the same time. What does it mean?

AKSENTY    Yes and no.

SOPHIE   Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!

AKSENTY     Yes.

SOPHIE   [Calls out]

Daddy! I want money for my shopping! A new bonnet and a cloak and new party slippers for the officers' ball. I'm not going in last year's dress, either. It makes me look fat. And I want new earrings. You always disappear when I most need you. You should be always at my beck and call. That's what daddies are for!

AKSENTY  Sublime, sublime philosophy.

SOPHIE   And you don’t know where he is? You are really very very stupid. 

[Blows her nose on a handkerchief, lets it fall on the floor, goes out]

AKSENTY  Oh... ah... er...

[Picks the handkerchief up, sniffs it]

Oh, holy saints of paradise, sweet scents of heaven, perfumes of oriental gardens. What an exquisite handkerchief, made of the sweetest, softest batiste. Oh...oh... such nice, gentle pain...

[AKSENTY lies on his back the floor, covers his face with the handkerchief, makes strange noises. SOPHIE re-enters, pulls the handkerchief from AKSENTY'S face, laughs]

SOPHIE   Why are you lying on the floor? Have you turned into a football?

[SOPHIE laughs, kicks AKSENTY on his body and head. Although in pain, he takes her antics in good grace. When she has dome with him, he is doubled up on the floor. SOPHIE exits, laughing vulgarly]

AKSENTY     Gone. And already, I am missing her. Those beautiful lines I once read in one of the serious newspapers... How did they go?

[Recites]

'I haven't seen my love for an hour mere,

But yet feel as though' she has been gone a year.

I hate my very life on earth.

I would be better off in death.'

Sublime. Who could have composed such immortal verse? Lermontov? Shakespeare. Pushkin? It must be Pushkin. at the very least!

Wait till the Pelican hears about my encounter with the bird of paradise.

 - Eh, eh, Aksenty Ivanovich, a word with you. 

- Yes, sir. 

- What's the matter with you? 

- The matter, sir? 

- Yes. what do you think you're up to?

- Me? Up to?

- Yes, you up to. 

- I'm up to nothing, sir.

- Then why don't you look the facts in the eye? And what are the facts? Forty.

- Forty fact, sir?

- Forty years of age. Eh? Eh?

- I don't quite follow, sir.

- What are you after?

- Me? After?

- Yes, you.

- I'm after something?

- Yes.

- And what could it be, sir?

- Not 'what' by 'who'.

- Who?

- You know who, eh, eh.

- No, I don't.

- The daughter, that's who. the Director-General's daughter!

- Oh, my God!

- Eh, eh.

- What's her name?

- Sophie.

- Ah, you know her name.

- no!

- You've just said it.

- It was a wild guess.

- Why are you blushing, stammering?

- n...n...no. I... I... I'm not.

- Stare the facts in the eye. Look at yourself. She is a great man's daughter and you are a cipher. A nothing. A speck of dust. And, moreover, you have no money. Look at your face in the mirror and ask yourself: Am I mad? How can it be done? In what way? Yes, Aksenty Ivanovich, how, that is the question. How can I do it without a penny to my name?

[Pause]

I spit on his toupee, eh, eh! How dare he talk to me as if I were the some of a tailor or a sergeant. I am a real gentlemen. I am still young and ripe for promotion. I am not too old to join the army and be invited to the officer's ball and sweep Sophie off her feet. I shall be a colonel. How dare the Pelican laugh at me because my clothes are a little old fashioned... He is right. My tragedy is that I have no money. But I have a heart. A soul. I love.

[Recites]

The whiteness of her bosom, 

The blue of her gaze...

The eyes I now behold Are eyes that behold me.

Oh, if I were so bold

As to confess my love for thee!

[Bows to a chair]]

Colonel Aksenty Ivanovich, at your service, your excellency. Your excellency, at the officers' ball tonight, all the young gentlemen will for a queue for the honour of waltzing with you. Might I join that noble line? Thank you, your excellency. However, there is a slight problem. I do not have an invitation... It's unfortunate but, you see, your excellency...

[AKSENTY barks, growls]

I mean, it's the footman's fault. He forgot to deliver my invitation. Perhaps you would be kind enough to dance with me here and now? Thank you. Orchestra! A Viennese waltz for her excellency Sophie and his excellency Colonel Aksenty Ivanovich.

[AKSENTY lifts the chair up, dances with it whilst humming a waltz. MARVA enters, AKSENTY grabs her by the waist, makes a few awkward waltzing rounds, trips, collapses to the floor]

Forgive me for my two left feet.

[MARVA tries to help AKSENTY up]

Oh, you have the smooth, velvety hand of a princess.

[Kisses MARVA'S hand]

No, no. Not a word. Let me relish the taste of blissful joy, as Pushkin said. Sophie, my love, my Bird of Paradise. Your lips. Your lips or I shall die! 

[Kisses MARVA on her lips. Realises who she is, screams]

Ah! It's you!

MARVA       Of course it's me.

AKSENTY     MARVA!

[Wipes his mouth in disgust]

Why did you follow me here?

MARVA       Follow you?!

AKSENTY     Quiet! You'll get us both in trouble.

MARVA       But, Aksenty Ivanovich...

AKSENTY     Shush! Go back home right away. Before he sees you?

MARVA       Who? 

AKSENTY     The footman. Go home!

MARVA       But I am home. This is your apartment. Your own sitting room. Look around you.

AKSENTY     MARVA, I have bad news for you. You are mad.

[Points to his temple]

How can this be my room? Just look at the parquet floor, the precious Bokhara rugs, the bookshelves, the view over the river, the distant lights. What a beautiful evening.

MARVA       That's not the river.

AKSENTY     What is it then?

MARVA       The back wall of the house across the yard.

AKSENTY     You are trying to confuse me. Like the Pelican. You are worse than the Ostrich.

MARVA       No, I'm not.

AKSENTY     Then why deny that the river is out there? or that beyond the this door there is...

MARVA       A kitchen.

AKSENTY     No! An exquisite drawing room giving onto another room of even greater charm, with incomparable furniture. And mirrors on the wall, reflecting one another to infinity. If you look in one you see as far the core of the universal soul. Upstairs is her corner: filled with jars and bottles and vases of such delicacy that one dare not even breathe on them. Scattered all around this amazing boudoir are her dresses, soft and light, more dreams than real. And this is her footstool on which she rests her toes to draw her stockings on. Up up goes the stockings, all the way to her most secret place...

[AKSENTY'S hand travels up MARVA'S thigh. she recoils in horror]

MARVA       Fie on you, Aksenty Ivanovich!

AKSENTY     [Realises his mistake. To himself]

Yes, this is my old flat. I don't know  whether I am coming or going any more.

MARVA       I'll get you a nice glass of tea, Aksenty Ivanovich with plenty of sugar. That will make you feel better.

AKSENTY     Thank you, MARVA, you are such a good soul.

MARVA       Yes, I know. But so are you.

AKSENTY     MARVA, do you think she loves me? Sophie?

MARVA       Who knows. the heart has its secrets, as they say.

AKSENTY     Who's 'they'?

MARVA       The old women in my village. Old women know everything.

[MARVA goes out]

AKSENTY     Old women... And old dogs!

[Goes on all fours, whistles]

Madgie... Madgie, old girl. Are you there?

[Barks]

Madgie... Look what I've got for you. a lump of sugar. Sweet sweet sugar. Come close. Closer. Sit.  I have a question or two to ask you. Sit, I said! No, you can't have this lump of... Come back. Come right back, I want to talk to you. Here, here... Gotcha!

[Collars 'Madgie', who wriggles in his grasp. Angrily]

Shut up and listen to me. Stop wriggling you bitch! I want you to tell me all about your mistress. I am going mad with yearning for her. Tell me what sort of person she is. What does she do all day? Whom does she... love? Is it me? Does she murmur my name in her sleep? Aksenty Ivanovich? Does she or doesn't she?! Ah!

[Screams with pain, holds his nose with both hands]

Ah! Ah! Ah!

[MARVA enters]

MARVA       What is it?  Has something happened to your nose?

AKSENTY     Bitten.

MARVA       You bit your nose?

AKSENTY     Not me. Madgie did it.

MARVA      [Looks around]

She's here?

AKSENTY     She was here. A moment ago. And she bit half my nose off.

MARVA       Let me see.

AKSENTY     No, it hurts.

MARVA       Now, now, don't be a spoilt child... There's nothing there. Why don't you get into bed. I'll tuck you in.

AKSENTY     No, not into bed. Under the bed.

[Barks softly. goes on all fours. Exits]

MARVA      Oh, God, oh God, Oh, God. It will have to be the doctor now and his grandmother's candlestick will have to go.

[Goes to the sideboard takes up the candlesticks]

BLACKOUT

--------

P,[In the dark, soft barking is heard. As the lights go on, MARVA is discovered]

MARVA    [Barks]

- That’s how my master barks, I tell the doctor. 

- How often? he asks. 

- Every day. 

The doctor strokes his beard. 

- Is it a vicious bark or a gentle one? he asks. 

- Oh, gentle, gentle, I say. My master is as gentle as a dove.

-  Good, the doctor says, a vicious bark or a growl could be a sign of rabies. 

- Rabies! I scream. God help us! 

- Well, it doesn’t seem to be serious, just a temporary loss of lucidity. Easily cured. That'll be ten rubles.

- We have no money, sir. Just a couple of candlesticks?

- I'll have the candlesticks, then. Thank you.

And he takes Absentee’s grandmother's fine candlesticks. He paces up and down the room and explains what he's going to do. 

- The moment he shows more signs of...

[Touches his forehead]

we shall apply the 'cold water' solution. My two assistants will grab your master and force his head into a barrel of ice-cold water, to cool his brain. In and out for two hours, until he almost chokes. But not quite. This is guaranteed a hundred-per-cent to freeze the madness out, so to speak. But, just in case it doesn't work this time, we shall follow with the heat treatment, also known as 'I burn your arise' therapy. One of my assistants holds your master like a vice while the other administers to his bare buttocks - a red-hot iron. This is guaranteed a hundred-per-cent to make him jump clear out of his madness. 

- But doctor, I ask the doctor, what if it doesn't work all the same?

- It's guaranteed a hundred percent!  But, just in case it doesn't...

- If it doesn't? Well, we shall have the straitjacket ready for him.

- The straitjacket? Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God.

- And the asylum. 

- Oh, my God, Aksenty Ivanovich in the asylum... 

- In the meantime, the doctor says, watch you master like a hawk. Report to me any strange behaviour. I'll hasten here like an arrow. So now I am a hawk.

[AKSENTY enters, holding a number of long strips of paper, which he seems to read]

AKSENTY    'My dear darling friend Fido, I dare say...' Ahem, ‘dare say'... Not bad for a bitch. 'I dare say, Fido is a rather Philistine name.' Ah! Philistine. And correctly spelt, too, with two ells.

[Looks closely at the paper]

Or is it one?... And the punctuation is impeccable.

[Muses]

I am always dogged by punctuation. The eh-eh pelican loves to add semi-colons and colons in my documents.

[Giggles]

'Dogged by punctuation.'

[AKSENTY notices MARVA. they both start]

You gave me a start.

MARVA    You too.

AKSENTY     What are you doing?

MARVA    Cleaning.

AKSENTY     It's the middle of the night.

MARVA    Isn't it bad that I have to work such long hours looking after you?

AKSENTY     Go to bed. Good night.

MARVA    Good night.

[Pause]

Good night, Aksenty Ivanovich.

AKSENTY     Are you spying on me?

MARVA    Spying? whatever for?

AKSENTY     [Shows MARVA the slips of paper]

These.

MARVA    What's that?

AKSENTY     Scientific gun powder. Something so revolutionary that the world will not be the same once I publish my discovery. It all happened this afternoon. I got up and at two and made straight for the door. the pelican ran after me.

- What in the name of all the blazes are you doing, Aksenty Ivanovich?!

- Taking off, pelican, I said to him. And snapped my fingers. His face changed colours several times by the time I finished putting on my coat and boots. In the street, I made straight for that apartment on the fifth floor. The two ugly spinsters. I knocked loudly on the door. the younger woman opened the door. She looked alarmed.

- What do you want?

- It's a secret, I said. But I can tell you what you  want - a husband!

She began to cry.

- go away, go away, you nasty man.

- Not before I've spoken to you dog Fido.

the women looked at me as if I was mad. Then Fido burst in and attacked me. I was so angry I kicked him hard on his ribs. He began to yelp, the women began to scream. Suddenly, I saw the dogs bed in a corner. An old crate with straw on top. I put my hand under the straw and pulled out - these!

MARVA    What is it?

AKSENTY     Can't you see? Letters from Madgie. perfectly written. Dogish is not just a spoken language, like Catish or Canarish. It's written. Written. Look. there's your proof.! It may even have literature. Stories. Tragedies. Poems. Doggerel, for sure. Ha ha. Listen to this.

[Reads from a strip of paper]

`My dear Fido, spring is in the air. Love is in the air. I have so many suitors, some of the m obnoxious. There's this mongrel with a colony of fleas in his fur and that stupid big Dane, with his huge tongue hanging out of his mouth like an idiot. But there's one little doggie whom I quite fancy. His name is Schatz.'

MARVA    What's that?

AKSENTY     [Reads on]

'It's German word, meaning 'treasure'. Yes, maybe one day I could fall in Love with Treasure. He is very sweet. White all over with a black ring around his left eye.' Ah, Madgie is in love. Just like me. We could make it a double wedding!'

[Looks closely at another paper]

Good God!

MARVA    What's the matter?

AKSENTY     All is lost.

[Hands MARVA the strip of paper]

Read.

MARVA    Me? Yu know, I can read a single word, Aksenty Ivanovich. Not a single word. Russian, German or this animal language.

[Looks closely at the paper]

There's nothing written here.

AKSENTY     What?!

[Grabs the slip of paper from MARVA]

Are you accusing me of seeing things?!

[Reads]

'By coincidence, my mistress Sophie is in love with a German nobleman who calls her Schatzie...'

[Sobs]

I want to kill myself. Poison. Mara, run along to the chemist's and get me a potion of poison. Tell him I'll pay him later.

MARVA    No, no, Aksenty Ivanovich. This pain will pass.

AKSENTY     Never. I am done for.

[Recites]

'I gaze up beauty as it glides away

 into the dark dark night called death...'

Not by Shakespeare, not by Pushkin. By Aksenty Ivanovich in person. Make the poison a double potion.

[Takes another slip of paper] 

Hullo, hullo.

[Reads]

'Fido, my dear friend and confidant, un my humble opinion, Sophie's German nobleman looks utterly stupid.' No, such opinion cannot be 'humble'. Oh, Madgie, if only I could show this letter to Sophie and if only Sophie could read Doggish... But I am asking for the moon.

[Reads]

'If Sophie could fancy such a moron, what next? Maybe she would fall for that dim-witted clerk who sits for hours in her father's study...' Dim witted clerk? Who could that be?

[Reads]

'... and sharpens all those pens... Fido, if you ever see him, please try to bite his nose off, as I almost did. It would be a lark. Sophie's father's often teases him and pretends to discuss the weather with him, or sends him on tiresome errands, as if he were a servant... A great writer once said that love is life reborn. Hw true. Sophie looks and acts as if she has just come into the world. she is going to marry her treasure...'

[Sobs]

MARVA    What a shame, Aksenty Ivanovich. Go to bed, now. There's a good man.

AKSENTY     It's a plot. the bitch is lying. A plot hatched by the Pelican and the Ostrich and several other obnoxious birds in the department who hate me. Do you knower why she laughs at me/ Because, if you look at it closely, you will see that I am a cipher, a nobody.

MARVA    No, no, it's not true.

AKSENTY     If I were somebody. a section head. Or at least a section underhead or even a deputy section underhand. Ah, the, she would say, 'He is nice.' In this world, you can't be yourself. you have to be somebody. That is, somebody else. Well, I am going to change everything. I am going to be a colonel. A General. In the cavalry. I could easily lead an army in battle.

[Aloud]

Soldiers of mother Russia! Let's sacrifice all for the tsar! Charge! Charge!

[Collapses, lies still]

MARVA    Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God. When I tell all thus to the doctor, he will say, 'The water treatment. Or the red hot irons. Even the asylum'... It's so hard to be a hawk...

BLACKOUT

--------

P,[The room. When the light go on again, the stage is empty. MARVA passes upstage from the bedroom to the kitchen. She is holds a chamber pot in one hand and a lavatory brush in the other. On seeing the audience, she stops, places the pot and brush on side and addresses the audience. She looks excited and happy]

MARVA    Thank God, thank God, thank God! He is cured! Cured! But what suffering. First, they strip him down to his skins. Then one of the Doctor's men grabs him by the throat and pushes his head into tub full of water and ice. They then take a red hot iron and put it on his flesh. A burning bottom smells horrible... It was hell. Hell. 'Are you a General?' The Doctor shouts and Aksenty whispers, 'I'll say anything you want. I am not a general.' So the Doctor turns to me and says, 'That'll be fifty roubles, my good woman.' And I give him all Aksenty's cutlery and glass, his mother's rings that she left him when she died and his father's gold watch. And before the Doctor goes, he says to me, 'You was a good hawk. Carry on spying. Next stop - the asylum.' And he laughs. I want to cry, but he laughs!

[AKSENTY is heard, off, moaning. A moment later, he enters from the bedroom, walking painfully]

AKSENTY  Who were those devils who tortured me with water and fire? 

MARVA    The doctor and his helpers.

AKSENTY  Doctor did you say?

MARVA    Don't worry, Aksenty Ivanovich, you are cured now.

AKSENTY  Cured? I wasn't ill in the first place.

MARVA    You was ill... here...

[Slowly, hesitatingly places her finger on her temple]

AKSENTY  [Copies her gesture]

You mean... I was... in the... head?

[MARVA nods]

Then why did they burn my bottom?

MARVA    They said it was good for you.

AKSENTY  Good for my head? They must be mad.

MARVA    You was seeing things. You thought you was a general.

AKSENTY  Of course, I am not a general.

MARVA    That's good, that's very good.

AKSENTY  You know who I really am. Behind the mask.

MARVA    What mask?

AKSENTY  Behind the facade, of a General, of a Colonel, even of Aksenty Ivanovich, government clerk, lowest grade. Scratch all of them and what will you find? You know. 

MARVA    Do I?

AKSENTY  A king.

MARVA    What king?

AKSENTY  Ole!

MARVA    Oh, what?

AKSENTY  The king of Spain. Proclamation from the King. Made today, the rd of April in the year . We are surrounded by cruel enemies, some more dangerous than others. Compared to them, the Pelican and the Ostrich are fleas on a dog's tail. The real danger is the Grand Inquisitor, a wolf in monk's clothing. Beware him! The root of the problem is, as you must have guessed, the succession to our Spanish throne. At the moment it's vacant and a vacant throne is greatly embarrassing to the great powers of Europe - France, Austria, England. The serious newspapers are full of it. There's such a hullabaloo and no one knows where to turn. Europe is in turmoil. Only one person can unravel the mystery and avert an international crisis, maybe even a war: the King himself. Us! Only we know our real identity, the missing King Ferdinand the Eighth! Ole!

MARVA    Oh, god, oh, God, oh, God.

AKSENTY  No, don't worry, Sophie.

MARVA    Sophie?

AKSENTY  I knew it all along. My Queen Sophie of Spain. My love.

[MARTHA'S mouth opens wide in disbelief]

What doth this docile

Sweet smile

Mean

My Queen?

My Summer rose

Enchanting lips and nose

My Spring

Sprig

What a day! To confuse our enemies, I shall call it the Eighth of Martober in the year in which February came before January... No, don't go. Look at the ceiling, Sophie. The whole world is up there, above our heads and under our feet, too. Simultaneously. Isn't modern science wonderful? Let's go now, up in the air, like eagles. Goodbye, frozen steppes of Mother Russia. Look, we are over the dark forests and mountains of Poland. Down there are the green fields of Germany. over there, the vineyards of France. Look! the majestic wall of the Pyrenees. And there, at last, is our capital city - glorious Madrid! Listen to the castanets, ole!... Citizens of Spain, hear your long lost King. We have received information that tomorrow at four in the afternoon the Earth will sit on the Moon. The problem is that the Moon was manufactured in Hamburg and is, therefore, of poor workmanship. It was made by a lame locksmith with pieces of string and a few drops of olive oil. This is why the whole world stinks and the surface of the Moon is much too soft. I have given orders to my army and navy to open fire on the Moon at midnight. We  shall now bless you, our people, in the customary manner... My sceptre.

[Takes the lavatory brush and waves it about]

Bless you... bless you. Our good and loyal people... And now, like Napoleon, we shall crown ourselves.

[Takes the chamber pot and raises it over his head]

With this historic crown of Castile and Andalusia, we are anointed.

[Places the pot on his head. Liquid pours out of it over his face, as the lights dim]

BLACKOUT

--------

P,[The courtyard of an asylum for the insane. MARVA enters, carrying a small basket]

MARVA    What a terrible thing to happen to a good man like Aksenty Ivanovich, who never sinned against God and for twenty years was always on time at the office, rain, snow or shine, until the dogs got into his brain. And that Sophie woman who couldn't care two hoots for him. And his mates who mocked him. In the end, the Doctor put a straitjacket on him. They pushed him into a black carriage and drove him to this asylum. He didn't know nothing. He smiled and laughed and waved to me happily. 'See you in Spain,' he said. I don't even know where Spain is. It must be far away. And he got only as far as the asylum. What a terrible place it is. So much screaming and shouting. The doctors and helpers with long sticks beating up the poor mad people. I bought him a couple of apples. Can't afford nothing else. I sold everything he had, to pay the doctor. Even the pots and pans. And the chamber pot. His 'crown'. He did look funny. A King with wee wee all over his face.

[MARVA laughs softly. AKSENTY enters, in his underwear, looking very tense. MARVA rises, courtesies]

Good afternoon, Aksenty Ivanovich... I mean, your majesty.

AKSENTY  [Notices MARVA for the first tine]

MARVA... What are you doing here?

MARVA    I come to visit you. It's visiting hours.

AKSENTY  This is a dreadful place. Look. Can you see that man in a white coat? It’s our deadliest enemy, the Grand Inquisitor of Spain and her colonies. Every time we mention to him that we are a royal King, he hits us with his stick, or burns our bottom all over again... MARVA, take me out of here, please.

MARVA    I can't. I want to help you, but you must stay here until you're better, the Doctor says.

AKSENTY  [Looks at an imaginary object in stage centre]

MARVA, we can't believe our eyes! A troika! In Spain!

MARVA    What troika?

AKSENTY  You are so clever. So generous. We are sorry we once suspected you of stealing our royal grandmother's candlesticks. How did you manage to get a troika and horses into this place, under the nose of the Inquisitors? Get into the troika with us.

[Doesn't move, but imagines he is in the 'troika']

Driver, let's go. Ring your bell. Forward into the night. Faster, to the stars. The sea is on our left, covered by heavy mists and over there, beyond the far horizon, is Italy. Look, MARVA, there is our mother’s old cottage. She is the window, waving her hand. Mother, help your suffering sin, have pity on him. Driver, take us away from this life.

[Goes out]

MARVA    Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God... 

[AKSENTY rushes in]

Great news! Have you heard of Ahmad Ali, the Sultan King of Morocco? He is in here as well. He has a new pimple on his nose. Shush! Keep it under your hat!

[Laughs. Goes out quickly]

MARVA    [Laughs lightly, touches her nose. Remembers]

Aksenty Ivanovich, your apples!

[But AKSENTY is gone. MARVA bites at the apple as she slowly exits]

end
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