LETTERS FROM K.

By Michael Almaz

The only character
Felice
The play is set in Berlin, 1914
[FELICE'S bedroom. Heavy furniture: bed, table, wardrobe, an armchair. Letters on the table and on the chair. More letters in a tray on the floor] 

FELICE   [Enters, breathless, obviously very distraught. Stands in the middle of the room, looking ahead of her. After a pause, she picks up a pair scissors from the table and points them at her heart and slowly begins to press them in. Stops.] 

No. No. 

[Returns the scissors to their place. Walk about the room. Whispers] 

Tomorrow. Tomorrow. 

[Touches her head. Takes two aspirin tablets from a bottle  on the mantelpiece, swallows them] 

Thank God for tomorrows. Tomorrow... I shall wear my hair differently. Tomorrow, I shall paint my lips. I will an man who will be right for me. Together we shall emigrate to America. Our America. Not his. Not the America of his dreams. No, nightmares. He will remain only a signature at the bottom of five hundred letters. 

[With a sudden burst of anger, she scatters letters all over the room. Subsides. Picks up a few letters from the floor, flicks through them] 

'Dear Fraulein Bauer... Dear Fraulein Felice... My dear Felice... My dearest... My benefactress... Yours faithfully, Dr. Franz Kafka... Sincerely, Franz K... Yours ever, Franz... All my love, K. F.K. to F.B. Is that all I was to him. Initials?  He once told me he preferred to sign everything F.K. His reports. his assessments of mutilations for the Institute of State Insurance. He couldn't stand the sight of the poor devils he had to interview, with their severed limbs and broken backs. He said, 'I hide behind initials... to exonerate myself...' Exonerate. I've always wondered what he meant by that. 

[Takes a dictionary, finds the word, reads] 

'From Latin, exoneratus, past participle of exonerate. To clear of accusation or blame. To exculpate, excuse, forgive.'  Forgive... His guilt... He once told me... no, wrote me. Mister literature is always writing, begetting stories. An ocean of words. But I want land, where grass grows and there is milk for babies. And houses can be built, Firmly. He was waves in the sea and I drowned. 

[Takes another aspirin] 

How he hated my aspirin. Now I am free to take as many as I want, and whenever, without having to excuse myself. And eat meat. And thick white bread sandwiches. And fill myself to the brim with acid. From coffee and tea. Strong tea. And sleep with the bedroom windows shut. And exercise in my own special way - run after trams in the rush hour and fall under the wheels, if I feel like it and get killed to my heart's delight! 

[Hears footsteps in the corridor, goes to the door] 

Is that you? I am all right, mother. No, mother, Dr. Kafka will not have tea with us this afternoon. He decided not to come, not me. Anyway he hates tea... He says it's full of acid... And coffee, too. yes, and cocoa, as well. I don't think he'll come tomorrow, either! 

[To herself] 

Tomorrow... I shall buy myself a new blouse. I'll let Dr. Pick to take me out to the coffee-house. I shall order... strong tea. And a thick white bread sandwich... Or two. No, a trayful of sandwiches! 

[Goes to the door] 

No, mother, I don't think herb tea would do the trick. It isn't out tea that's keeping Dr. Kafka away. No, mother, I not coming out. I want to be alone for a while. Yes, I am fine... 

[Almost breaks down] 

Fine... Fine... How did I let such a disaster  happen to me? 'Dear Family, Uncles and Aunts and Friends. Miss Felice Bluer announced with sorrow that she will not marry Dr. Kafka after all. You see, dear Everybody, he has just jilted her... How could love, so deep, so obsessive, end in – nothing? 

[Picks up a bunch of letters] 

Five hundred times he promised me his... 'undying love'... Five hundred times he pleaded with me to 'abandon my soul to him'... to listen to his `distant silence'... To share his guilt that 'tears around within him like a wild trapped animal...' And his misery! And miserable prejudices.  He almost made me hate sausages!  'They're disgusting,' says the Literary Vegetarian. 'But my darling Franz, it so happens that I just adore them! Especially the Berlin variety. So soft and tender.' The literary so-and-so turns red: "Ugh! Ugh!' 'And bloody good for you!' The Literary Vegetarian: 'Think of my wretchedness!'  Always his wretchedness. How about mine? When you touch a leper, you can expect white spots on your own hands. Wretchedness and promises. 'Promise me that you will...' From the very first day, the first hour. 'I hope you remember me. I am the young man who was introduced to you on that memorable evening  in Prague...' Yes, yes, I remember you. 'Dear Fraulein, will you be my companion on a trip to Palestine?' 'Palestine? That's rather far to go?' 'It most certainly is. But you're a Zionist, like me, aren't you?' 'Oh, yes. I am. Very much so.' 'Then it's a firm promise. Shall we shake hands on it?' And his hand is in mine for the very first time... 

[Places one hand in the other] 

And my hand in his - for the very first time. 

[Pulls her hand out, angrily] 

Where is you hand now? And your promise? And your Promised Land?! Still in the nib of your pen?
[She weeps, then laughs hysterically] 

Later that night, when they all walked me to my hotel, he somehow got stuck in my section of the revolving door. He was always gauche. We all laughed so much the porter told us off. Stuck together. For a moment - so close... so close. But the next day, an empire stretched between us and there was noting. Except postcards, telegrams and letters. Five hundred letters. Literature. 

[Takes a dictionary, finds a word, reads] 

'Tea. From Chinese t‚. A beverage prepared from the lanceolate leaves, leaf buds and internodes of the plant camellia sinensis. Cured and prepared for market by several recognised methods, classed according to the method of manufacture and graded according to leaf size. Ee gee, congou, pekoe, suchong. Tea drinking originated in China and was introduced into Europe in 1610.' And that's all. Not one word about acid. No acid. Perfectly safe. So why did he warn me against the 'peril of tea?' It was just a figment of his imagination, like everything else in his life, in his letters. The love he so lovingly analysed, the feeling of 'inseparableness' that he said existed between us. 

[Pause] 

And, yet... He seemed so... normal. Although I never liked his vegetarian habits and his exercises. He was always tidy and punctual.  The ideal government official. With a strict timetable. Up at seven. Eight to two - the office. Two to three - lunch at home, with the whole family. Three to seven thirty - siesta. Then, then minutes of exercise in front of the open window followed by a brisk walk along the river - for an hour. Dinner with the family. And, finally, and most important; from eleven to one, or two or three in the morning - write, write, write. His stories, his grotesque stories of guilt and death. and every night, half wakefulness, half insomnia, gives birth to a long letter to me, A letter of love. Fiction, like the stories. "he who signs this letter, belongs to you, not like an object in your room, but as you would like it - and forever... 

[Angrily] 

Of all the lying, cheating, swindling, twisting, mendacious words! 'Forever'. What right had he to tell me 'forever' if he knew, as he had admitted to me, that 'Death was riding on his shoulder'? Why, oh, why, did he write to me 'forever'? If he is as ill as all that, if his lungs are 'about to explode', who did he lead me on. mercilessly. What a fool I'll look everywhere. What will they say, in the office, when they hear about this circus? 

[Subsides, quietly] 

Too ill to get married. 'I am like a man about to fall under the wheels of an onrushing train; I have not right to drag another with me?' What an excuse! And if it wasn't,-  what good have been his swims in the river? And his sunbathing. In the nude? And his absurd vegetarian foods. When he ate at all. 

[Looks for a letter in the pile, finds it, reads] 

'Dear Fraulein Bauer... I am sure this letter will come as a surprise to you. But as his mother, I am very worried about his eating habits. Would you please ask him, discreetly, in your next letter to him, to try and mend his ways... a little? And eat properly? Thank you. Yours truly, Mrs. Kafka. Yours, yours, yours!  Truly, truly, truly! Lies! Lies! [Rushes to the door] 

Yes, I'm all right, mother! Perfectly all right. No, I'm not coming out yet... Later... No, I'm not opening the door! 

[To herself] 

My God, I'm beginning to behave like one of his preposterous characters. 

[At the door] 

No, mother, I'm not talking to myself! Please go away! 

[To herself] 

I mustn't snap at her. They joy has gone out of her life, too. I can turn a new page one day, but she will always remain the same. I treat her as if she were stupid. But she isn't, really. She hasn't been very wrong about him. Yes, at first, when I was still indifferent, she quite liked the sound of him. 'A Doctor, did you say? That's good.' She thought he was physician. I just smiled. She thought highly of the regular arrival of his letters. But later, she said, 'We live Berlin, he - in Prague. The post is very reliable, but no substitute for personal courting. You'd be better off seeing Dr. Pick.' Like a fool, I refused. One day, when I was away in the office, she sneaked into my room and read his letters. She didn't understand much. Even I was often mystified by his sermons. She said to me, ' He writes pages and pages and pages, but aimlessly. Yes, he beats about the bush. Moreover, he has some very strange ideas about food.' I screamed at her. I bit her head off for meddling in my affairs. But now I know that she was right. His attacks on our sausages were absolutely crazy! 'Sausages are poison... Poison!' Rubbish! Our Berlin sausages are made of the best meant in the world, under medical supervision and in the most hygienic environment. I should know I eat them all the time. Damn it - I'll never marry as vegetarian! 

[Subsides] 

I shall never, never never marry a vegetarian. 

[Paces the room. Stops as an idea occurs to her] 

Some men treat women as if they were angels. Others - like mattresses. I was his writing desk. He wrote his stories on the skin of my face. He created a whole world around me but the only real think in his world was I. Yes, my letters were about true problems, real people: my aunt Clara, my sister and her difficulties with her husband, poor mother and how difficult it is for her to understand the young. Positive problems. he used to write to me about God. And even when he wrote to me about his relatives, they were not flesh and blood but shadows, fears, danger. Symbols. Wretchedness. I, too, am sometimes wretched, My vile headaches drive me up the creek. But I never complained. I never thought they were stupid symbols. I swallowed aspirins, by the hundred. He didn't approve. 

[Pause] 

One day, I could take it no longer. I wrote him: 'Dear Franz, We are not equal. You are above me in every way.' He turned into an insect, crawling at my feet to prove that he... nothing. A little more than a nonentity. "My darling Felice, I cannot even tell a story properly. I am incapable of logic. I my writing, I am like a baby who is taking his very fist steps. I have an awful memory and therefore can't learn a thing. I can't even talk coherently, without stumbling on my own words. All I have are certain powers which I cannot control properly but which one day might become literature. Apart from that - nothing. Except some understanding of people.' 

[Angrily] 

Of people, except me! The truth is, he never really understood him. I was always a stranger to him. Not because I'm complicated, or remote, but because of his own remoteness, his own strangeness. he was always the stranger and his five hundred letters didn't bring him close to me, but somehow, distanced him. He admitted it and found it puzzling. 'The fact that we are both Jews, should help us to grope towards one another. We are all strangers together, among strangers, in strange lands.' But he is the Jew within the Jew, stranger even to us. We know he is our flesh and blood, we love him, are proud of him, protect him. But, in the end, we can only reject him, because he wills it, because he makes us reject him. And we do. Willingly. He jilted me and it hurts. But one day... tomorrow... I'll say, I hoped he would jilt me. Let him feel the guilt. All I want is to save face... Oh, I'll never understand... 

[Laughs] 

Silly mother, she wrote to him to brag about my cooking. He would have choked on my food... Oh, dear... What a farce... Mrs. Kafka. Felice Kafka. F.K. to F.K., I love you, shall we make love tonight, F.K.? Yes, F.K., let's. 

[Laughs. Pause] 

Silent, solitary, sickly, selfish, hypochondriac, moody. I am all that, truly, he wrote. I said to my mother, after she had read this in one of his letters: 'Pay no attention. these are the words of a man who is in love with words, whose only reality are words.' I should have bitten my tongue into silence. He is just as he described himself. he hardly ever speaks to his mother. he says even less to his father. It's all because of his famous 'guilt'. Psychological rubbish! I snap at my mother. I scold her a hundred times a day. But do I feel guilt? Certainly not! 

[Pause] 

I wish I could know the truth. Why did he do it? Could it be that his father objected to me? To the very idea of Franz marrying a woman with no money, and then, in a year or two, going to him to ask for financial help, like his sons-in-law?  I don't know any more. 

[Quietly] 

How could love, so deep, obsessive, turn into... nothing? What did he mean by 'dread of union with a person so deeply, dearly loved?' And by 'happiness in unhappiness or unhappiness in happiness?' He used to say: 'Don't reason, only believe?' 

[On the verge of tears] 

Believe?! How can I believe five hundred lies! 

[Angrily tears a few letter] 

Lies! Lies! 

[Goes to the door] 

I'm perfectly all right, mother! Do go away!... No, wait. I'd like to eat something, please... I'll be out in a minute... I'll tell you everything about Dr. Kafka. Just give me a minute. 

[With quiet self-assurance] 

Tomorrow, I shall wear my hair the same way. Tomorrow, I shall buy nothing new... I shall turn a new page. Symbols are nothing.

BLACKOUT
[The lights go up. The waiting room at a publisher's office in New York, forty years later. FELICE enters, clasping the box seen in Scene One. She speaks to someone, off stage] 

FELICE.- Wait here? I don't have all day, you know... 

[Sits on one of the chairs, looks around her] 

Some publishers... My dentist's waiting room looked better than... this... So, now they want to make a book of the letters he wrote me. The five hundred 'lies'. Good thing I kept them and took with me all the way to America. Why did I do it, anyway? I hated him on that day, in Berlin, forty years ago.

[Wryly] 

Hated him so much. I was so angry with him. I felt like tearing up everything he has ever written to me. But the fact was - I never came round to doing anything of the sort. I put them to one side, to be 'disposed of' later, but there was no 'later'. When my husband and I emigrated to America, I took the letters with me, as if they were a part of me. A part I could never give up. Now, they're saying to me: these letters are important, like everything else he wrote, and ought to be published. It's 'literature'. So the incident of the revolving door in the hotel in Prague is now 'literature'. And what he wrote about me in his secret diary is now also 'literature', for everyone to read and gloat over. 'Miss F.B. has a bony, empty face, that wears its emptiness openly.' That's what he wrote about me, after that first meeting in Prague. After the revolving door, which made us laugh so much. Life was so simple and naive in 1912, before the two wars that destroyed the human soul. 

[Pause. Smiles] 

He reminded me of the revolving door in his first letter to me. I was back in Berlin, back in my office, hard at work. I never expected to hear from him again, although at that party he made me promise to go with him on a trip to Palestine. [Chuckles] 

I was sure he was joking. Palestine... I thought the place was crawling with scorpions and teeming with jackals. He was a 'Zionist'. I wish he had gone to live there. The climate was better for his chest than  Central Europe. So, I was expecting nothing, nothing at all when his first letter arrived. It was formal. 'Dear Fr„ulein Bauer...' And before I had time to reply came a second letter and a third and a fourth. Five hundred letters and postcards - even an occasional telegram. Neatly handwritten letters, or typed. Closely. No double spaces for him. Several pages at a time. I was a modern hardworking girl. And I needed my sleep, unlike him. I couldn't wrote to him as much as he wrote to me. Or as intensely. As loftily. 'Dear Fr„ulein Bauer...' It soon bwecame 'Dear Felice' and then - 'Dearest, my beloved dearest'. He made  me love him. 

[Pause] 

Love... If only it weren't real love. If only I had flirted with him... But, no, it had to be love. It had to be pain. With him it was fear,too. He spoke of his deep 'fear of union' and I paid no attention. He sent me his story, about a young man who kills himself, shortly before his wedding day, and I could read between the lines. And my mother... and my sister... the pressure they put on me. 'How long will you wait, Felice?... Long engagements are no good, Felice... What will the family say, Felice?' They could know him as well as I did. He was a Hamlet - always hesitating, always uncertain of himself, always afraid to act. But I foolishly gave in to their pressure. I made him come to Berlin to discuss our wedding plans - 'once and for all'. He stopped at a small hotel, down the road from us. My sister insisted on going with me to see him there. She wanted to 'put him on the spot', as we say in America. We must have looked to him like a couple of fierce, terrifying Amazons. I was to embarrassed to speak. But my sister, who hardly knew him, who had no idea of his shyness, of his fears... she spoke. She asked him to his face if he had any intention of putting a ring around my finger, if he had, could he please name the day - right then and there. I wished the hotel would collapse on my head an bury me alive... And he, poor man, he stammered... he blushed... and coughed. Coughed... At first, it sounded just as if he was clearing his throat just to say something. Then the cough grew deeper and louder - and more sinister. He said between gasps for air, that he his doctor had given some bad news that marriage for him was 'out of the question' until his health would improve. I make it all sound as if it was all clear and plain. But it wasn't like that at all. I could hardly hear what he said. But my sister - my strong, no-nonsense sister - she could hear him all right. She jumped up and grabbed me by the wrist. 'Let's go, Felice,' she shouted. 'Can't you see he's making excuses? He is a brute! An inhuman brute'. She was so angry with him. Franz, a brute... Anyway, she pulled me out of the room and I ran downstairs and into the street and all the way to our apartment. My mother was shocked to see me in such distress. I locked myself in my room and she kept hovering outside. Is doctor Kafka not coming to have tea with us this afternoon?' she kept asking. Then came the real shame. Jilted. Jilted. My uncles nodding sadly, my aunts sighing, my mother in tears, the girls in the office nudging one another. My angry sister swearing revenge... Forty years ago I sometimes can still feel the pain. Now they want to publish your letters to me. Mine to him were never found. he must have thrown them into the wastepaper basket as soon as they were delivered. But, then, my letters were never 'literature' and I am not famous. Franz famous! Who would have believed it on the hot summer's night in Prague, all these years ago, before men lost their humanity. Now our 'engagement', our love, your betrayal will be known to all. I shall be what I always was to you - a writing desk, an address, a letter box. Shall I let them have your letters or shan't I? Eh, Franz? That's a problem that would have engaged you for months on end, torturing you day and night. A problem without an answer. 

[Chuckles] 

Poor Franz...
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