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Scene One

[Night. LISA'S tiny room in a low life brothel. On one side - a curtained-off corner. In the middle, a bed and, under the only window, a table with a bottle of vodka and a glass. It is night and the only source of light is s small oil lamp hanging on the wall. LISA sits up on the bed, half naked, tired. She is a girl of seventeen, thin, plain and gauche, an obvious novice in her profession. The MAN stands by the table, buttoning up his shirt and tying his cravat. He is in his late twenties. Silently, he puts his threadbare suit on. After a long pause, the MAN speaks, surprising LISA]

THE MAN 
What's your name?

LISA 
My... my name?

THE MAN

[Snaps] 

You have a name, haven't you?
LISA 
Yes, sir.

THE MAN 
What is it, then?

LISA 
It's Lisa, sir. My name is Lisa.

THE MAN 
I see.

[Pause]

LISA 
Do you like it, sir? 

[The MAN shrugs his shoulders]  

I don't. I'd rather be Katya... or Natasha. Do you like the name Natasha? I do. I think Natasha is much more romantic than plain Lisa.

[The MAN takes a coin out of his pocket and offers it to LISA] 

What's this, sir?

THE MAN 
For you.

LISA 
But...

THE MAN 
For your services.

LISA 
But you've already paid.

[Surprised, the MAN hastilly takes the money, returns it to his pocket]  

THE MAN 
Have I?

LISA

[Amused by the MAN'S obvious lapse of memory] 

Don't you remember, sir? It was before we... I mean before you first got here. You paid the Madam. You had to pay in advance.

THE MAN 

[Absent mindedly] 

Really?

LISA 
It was very late and she wanted to go to bed.

THE MAN 
How long have I been here?

LISA 
I heard the clock striking three... some time ago.

THE MAN 

[To himself] 

Three hours... 

[To LISA]

What was that? About paying the Madam?

LISA 

[Giggling softly] 

She said, 'Sorry, but it's past midnight. You'll have to pay in advance'. She let you in only because you are a regular here.

THE MAN [Swiftly, aggressively] I'm not!

LISA [On the defensive] The Madam seemed to know you well.

THE MAN [Angrily] Rubbish! I deny it, do you hear me? It's a lie. I deny it categorically!

LISA [Cringing] Yes, sir.

THE MAN [Explaining, in spite of himself] I mean... I know her slightly. A nodding acquaintance. That's all. Understood?

LISA Perfectly, sir. But you must have been here before.

THE MAN I must go.

[He does not move]  

LISA You paid for the whole night. You might as well stay.

THE MAN No! I'm going.

LISA As you wish. The porter will see you out.

[ Reluctantly the MAN moves to the door]  

Sir!

[The MAN stops in his tracks. LISA bares her breasts for him]

Most of my clients tip me... If I have pleased them.

[Trying hard, but not very successfully, to be seductive]

Have I pleased you, sir?

[Silently, the MAN digs into his pocket, takes out a coin and gives it to LISA]

Thank you very much, sir.

[Places the coin under her pillow]

See you again one day... Or night.

[LISA giggles, lies down, pulls the bed cover over her head. The MAN goes out, returns a moment later. He kneels next to LISA'S bed, touches her lightly. She starts, raises her head]  .

THE MAN When I first came here... did you notice something about me?

LISA What do you mean, sir?

THE MAN About my face... my eyes... the way I walked in the corridor?

LISA I was ahead of you. I couldn't see your face.

THE MAN But after we entered this room and you stood before me and called me 'darling'... What did you see then?

LISA What I see now. You.

THE MAN Didn't you notice something nasty... even... vile?

LISA I don't know what you mean, sir.

THE MAN [Goes to the table, pours himself a drink] On second thoughts, I think I'd better stay.

LISA Yes, sir. Come to bed, then.

THE MAN Only for a few minutes... Not more than... half an hour.

LISA You paid. You've tipped me. You have a right.

THE MAN The fact is that... that I am too agitated to leave now. I could do something foolish in the street. I have... challenged a man to a duel.

LISA [Amazed and thrilled] A... duel? Really?!

THE MAN At dawn.

LISA [Excitedly] With swords?

THE MAN It's up to my opponent to choose the weapon.

LISA Is it going to be swords, then?

THE MAN [To himself] He refuses to fight with me. Considers me unworthy even of his contempt. Just because he is an officer, he behaves as if he is superhuman.

[Aloud, as LISA listens with growing admiration]

I'll teach him a lesson! Pompous, arrogant peacock. 'No duels for the likes of you!' he screamed. And everybody laughed. I challenged him like a gentleman and he... he turned his back on me. That's why I'm agitated. God knows what I could do in the street in this agitated state.

LISA Would you like some tea?

THE MAN I should have slapped his face. Hard. His conceited officer's cheek. That would have made him fight me. But he spurned me, like a coward. I had to take it out on someone. The coachman. I hit him.

[LISA gasps]

Oh, yes, on his stupid head and shoulders. My hand is still is still hurting. 'Please, sir, please stop,' he howled. 'Why are you clobbering me?'  

[Disdainfully]

Why?  Why, indeed? How can you make an ingorant 'Man of the People' understand the finer points of my 'intellectual anger'?  I hit him again and again. 'Hurry, hurry,' I shouted. But when I finally got here, the officer had been and gone.

LISA He was here? Tonight?

THE MAN [Mimics the officer] 'I want my Olympia', he squeaked. And everybody applauded. 'Let's all go together!' they shouted. And left me behind.

[Bitterly]

'Olympia...' He wanted 'his Olympia'.

LISA She is beautiful.

THE MAN She is as arrogant as him. She, too, snubbed me. The Madam said, 'Olympia is too tired. You can have her, instead.' [Indicates LISA, who, offended, lowers her head. Pause]  What did you say your name was?

LISA [Quietly] Lisa. I am Lisa.

THE MAN [To himself] Oh, yes, Lisa...Lisa.

[Pause]  

LISA Do you often lose your temper and challenge people to a duel?  You must have fought hundreds.

THE MAN Two or three.

LISA With swords?

THE MAN I prefer pistols. Swift and clean.

LISA Have you ever... killed anyone?

THE MAN [Shakes his head] In my first duel, I fired in the air. To spare my opponent's life. He was my best friend until, one evening, in a restaurant, he refused to lend me a few miserly roubles, to save me from embarrassment. He said I ought to be ashamed of myself for going out to eat with not enough money in my pocket. Insolence!  Naturally, I challenge him to a duel. But when it came to pulling the trigger... I realised I couldn't bring myself to kill him. So...

[Makes the gesture of firing a pistol in the air]

But he... he had no qualms about aiming his gun at me. Oh, no. He didn't suffer from my diseasedoubt, remorse, inner contradictions.

LISA [Concerned] Were you wounded?

THE MAN [Slyly] Worse.

LISA Worse?

THE MAN I died.

LISA What?

THE MAN [With self mockery, which is lost on LISA] Hit by a bullet, swift and clean.

[Puts his hand on his heart]

I fell on the cold snow, face down. No tears were shed.

LISA [Laughs] That's impossible!  You are alive.

THE MAN [Sadly] Yes, alive... just about... But only because nobody takes me seriously enough to kill me. My challenges are pushed aside. My enemies laugh at me. I am mocked and derided. I fight my duels in here.

[Puts his hand on his forehead. A spasm shoots through his body. He moans, leans on the shelf for support]  

LISA [Alarmed] What's the matter?!

[Moves to help the MAN]

Are you all right?

THE MAN [Pushes LISA aside. Pause. He rises with difficulty, drinks] It's just... a mild attack... of my condition... the contradictions.  I drink to dull my senses, but my misery feeds on drink. Misery and hate. Do you know the meaning of 'hate'?

LISA [Lightly] Of course I do. Everybody does.

THE MAN My hate is black and secret. I hate for the sake of hating. I'll give you one example. When people come into my office, I openly display my indifference to them by grinding my teeth. I pretend to read their stupid,  abject petitions. 'Mm... mm...,' I mutter, as I turn the pages over. And I grind my teeth. Audibly, deliberately. Oh, how it rattles and unsettles them. They watch me anxiously and fidget. They tremble and sweat.

LISA [Excitedly] I knew it!

THE MAN What?

LISA [Excitedly] You are a government official! Do you wear a uniform in your office?

THE MAN [Looks menacingly at LISA] I hate uniforms.

LISA You must be very clever to become a Government official.

THE MAN [Aggressively] Clever enough not to reveal my name, rank or office. You must never ask me indiscreet questions.

LISA [Taken aback] Yes, sir.

THE MAN [Brusquely] Are you German?

LISA [Feeling insulted] No. I am Russian.

THE MAN You don't have a St Petersburg accent.

LISA I come from Riga.

THE MAN That explains it.

LISA Have you been to Riga?

THE MAN I never go out of town. I detest the provinces.

LISA Riga is a big town.  We have a river and a harbour and many ships call.

THE MAN Tell me about yourself. Do you have a family in Riga?

LISA [Sadly, reluctantly] Parents.

THE MAN How long have you been... in this 'establishment'?

LISA Two weeks.

THE MAN [Shaken] Two weeks?

LISA Two weeks tomorrow. I was lucky. I found this place on my first day here.

THE MAN Do you like it?

LISA Oh, yes. St Petersburg is so beautiful, so lively and exciting.

THE MAN I mean, this place.

[Indicates the room]  

LISA It's all right. The Madam here is very kind.

THE MAN[Sarcastically] I'm sure she is.

LISA Every Wednesday, she gives me the evening off. I go to the "Nightingale". Do you know it?

THE MAN What is it? A tavern?

LISA [Laughs at the MAN'S ignorance] It's a smart dance hall. Mirrors on the wall. A beautiful crystal chandelier. You can't get in if you aren't  all dressed up and look respectable. The doorman can be a real terror. But he likes me. 'In you go, Miss,' he says and smiles at me. 'And have a lovely time'.  I always give him a nice tip.

THE MAN How old are you?

LISA [Playfully] How old do you think I am?

THE MAN I don't know.

LISA Guess.

THE MAN I'm not good at such games.

LISA Seventeen.

THE MAN [Pensively] Seventeen...

LISA [Proudly pushing her chest forward] But I look older, don't I?

THE MAN Why did you leave home? Why?

LISA [After a pause, quietly] I had a reason.

THE MAN Aren't your parents missing you?

LISA I don't know.

THE MAN Don't they write to you? 

[LISA shakes her head]

Do you write to them?

LISA No.

THE MAN But you will write, eventually?

LISA Never.

THE MAN Why? Were they unkind to you?

LISA They were very kind. Always. 

[Weeps quietly]  

THE MAN Then why did you leave them? Why did you leave Riga? Why did you come to St Petersburg? Why are you here? Answer me!

LISA [Shouts] All right, I'll tell you! 

[Screams angrily]

Because! That's why I left! Just because! Because, because, because! 

[Taken aback, the MAN retreats to the corner of the room. Pause. LISA subsides, speaks quietly]

Sir... sir... I'm cold. May I put something on?

[The THE MAN makes no reply. LISA goes out, behind the curtain]  

THE MAN Yesterday, as I was walking down Senaya street...   

[LISA returns, wearing a rather garish negligee. She begins to make the bed]   Do you know it?

LISA I've heard of it.

THE MAN [Cynically] I'm sure you have... Well, as I was walking along, in the wet snow, I saw some men struggling to lift a coffin out of a cellar, up narrow, slippery steps. A dark cellar, where the black spiders of lust devour their victims, men and women alike. At one stage, one of the men stumbled and they almost dropped their load, and cursed. There was mud everywhere, rotting food and an open sewer, overowing with excrement. I felt sick with the stench... the filth. And the snow kept coming down... 

[Dryly]

Not exactly the right weather for a funeral. There was a foot of water at the bottom of the grave.

LISA How do you know that?

THE MAN 

[Evasively]

There's always water in the open graves at the Volkovo cemetery. The place used to be a swamp. The whole city is built on a bog.

LISA [Tartly] I don't think the dead mind a little damp.

THE MAN And you?

LISA Me? I'm not dead.

THE MAN Aren't you afraid of death?

LISA Why should I think of it?

THE MAN One day, it will come to you.

LISA In the far, far future.

THE MAN That's exactly what that woman had imagined.

LISA What woman?

THE MAN In the coffin. Only a few years ago she was happy and carefree, like you. She died of consumption.

LISA In the cellar?

THE MAN In the cellar.

LISA She should have been in hospital. Even a... a woman like her has a right to a hospital bed.

THE MAN She was obliged to work until the end. She owed a lot of money to her Madam.

LISA [Alarmed] Really?

THE MAN Like a spider, the madam weaved a web around the poor woman.

LISA What do you mean?

THE MAN She had persuaded the poor woman to borrow money from her, to buy fine clothes. 

[LISA nervously touches her negligee]  

Money at a very high interest rate. So she was forced to work until the moment of her death. When she died, she had a drunken client in bed with her.

LISA How do you know all this? Did you know her? Were you that 'client'?

THE MAN 

[On the defensive]

No... it was... an English sailor.

LISA You seem to know a lot about her.

THE MAN I... I overheard the men... who were carrying the coffin.

LISA 

[Sarcastically] And what else did you 'overhear'?

THE MAN That only a few years go she was as young and fresh-looking as you.

LISA You 'overheard' that?

THE MAN Yes, I did.

LISA What were you doing in Senaya street, anyway?

THE MAN Passing by. I was just passing by. When I saw the coffin, I stopped. Yes, I stopped to weep. The men... the undertakers... were talking to some soldiers. Then they left the coffin on a cart and went into a tavern, to have a drink in her memory.

LISA And you joined them.

THE MAN No. I stood for a moment beside the coffin, in solemn contemplation. And then, I went on my way.

LISA Well, I'm not going to die. I want to live and enjoy life. I am young.

THE MAN Yes, and pretty. Fresh looking. Your price can be high.

LISA [attered] Thank you.

THE MAN But how about next year, when your looks will fade?

LISA In a year?

THE MAN You will cost less, even after one year. You will have to leave this place and move on to another, lower 'establishment'. Then, a year later, to a third house, even more degraded than the second. Finally, in, say, seven years, you will find yourself in a cellar in Senaya street, with a drunken man on top of you, choking you, even as you drown in the blood of your lungs.

LISA [Terror-stricken] No, I'll never go to Senaya street. Never. I swear it. Never, never, never!

THE MAN [Calmly] Perhaps you are right.

LISA I know I am.

THE MAN So much could happen in seven years. You could catch some deadly disease and die within the next year. Women like you live dangerously and once the illness strikes, there is no cure, no hospital.

LISA [Defiantly] Well, if God wants to kill me, I shall die and that will be the end of my story.

THE MAN And you won't regret your life?

LISA No.

THE MAN We shall see...

LISA [Forcefully] Good night, then!

[After a moment's hesitation, the MAN goes out. LISA slumps on the bed. Pause. The MAN reappears at the door]  

THE MAN Lisa... I have no money left... for a carriage.

LISA 

[Takes the coin from under the pillow, throws it on the oor. THE MAN hesitates]

Take it, it's yours.

THE MAN [Picks the coin up, pockets it] Would you like to see me again? Perhaps next month?

LISA How about Olympia?

THE MAN I'd rather have you.

[The MAN goes out. LISA smiles, pleased with the compliment]  

Blackout

Scene two

[A few days later. LISA'S room. She is standing at the open door, talking to a client outside. Her negligee is provocatively open]  

LISA Come into my room, sir, if you want a really good time. Anything you fancy, sir. I may be young, but I know a thing or two that will please you, sir. Sir, don't go away... Sir... 

[Disgusted, she walks to the mantlepiece, muttering under her breath]  

'I want Olympia... Olympia... Everyone's after that fat whore. And she's such a queen, as if the brothel belongs to her. 

[Drinks]

But just watch her try to get past the doorman at the "Nightingale". 'Hey, you, where do you think you're going? This is no place for the likes of you! Out! Out!' 

[Smiles sweetly]

'No, not you, Miss. You go right in, Miss.' 'Oh, thank you doorman, And here's your tip.' 

[Pretends she is entering the dance hall] 

How lovely everything is tonight. So many candles burning in the chandeliers... the girls look prettier... the man are so elegant... I think I prefer that one, with the moustache... I wish he'd notice me and ask me to dance with him... Oh, my God, he is coming this way. 

[In a deep voice]

'Miss, may I have the honour of the next waltz with you?' 

[In her own voice, irtatiously]

'Thank you, sir. You many indeed... How well you dance, sir... You're sweeping me off my feet, sir...' 

[In a deep voice]

'Do you come here often, Miss? Only on Wednesday nights? What a pleasant co-incidence. I, too, have a day off on Wednesday... From my Regiment, Miss... Allow me to introduce myselfCaptain of the Guard Prince Arkady, at your service... Natasha? What a beautiful name for a beautiful woman. Yes, Miss, you are beautiful. These are not eyes, but stars that shine forever in the heavens. This is not a mouth, but two red roses over rows of pearls. Are you a Princess?... Oh, just a Countess. Well, I am sure my mother wouldn't mind one bit. 

[Kneels]

Will you consent... er... agree... be willing... to marry me?' 

[Gets up, as herself]

'Your wife?... Yes, of course... But this is so... so sudden...' 

[There is a loud knock on the door. She opens her dressing gown , mutters to herself as she makes for the door]

Come into my little room, sir. I'll show you a thing or two, sir... 

[At the door]

Good evening, sir... I may be young, nut I know a couple of tricks that will please you, sir. I promise you, sir, anything you fancy. 

[Lets the negligee drop to the oor, as the lights dim out]  

Blackout

Scene three

[Two months later. LISA'S room. The MAN and LISA are lying in the bed. He his lying on his back, staring at the ceiling. She clings to him, lovingly. After a short, LISA goes behind the curtain, to put her dressing gown on. She returns, hums happily as she picks up the MAN'S clothes and shoes from the oor and puts them neatly to one side. Her motions are those of a loving wife rather than a whore. But when she pours herself a glass of vodka and knocks it back, we notice that since we first saw her, she has coarsened and toughened]  

THE MAN  Is it still raining? 

LISA Pouring down.

THE MAN Spring will never come. 

LISA Spring is already here. And you have brought it with you. 

[Sits on the oor, beside THE MAN, takes his hand, caresses it fondly]  

You made me wait three whole months for you.  Where have you been all this time? 

[Jokingly]

Not in Senaya street, I hope. Is my price too high for you? Olympia costs much more than me.

THE MAN The law of supply and demand begins in the brothel.

LISA What law?

THE MAN Supply and demand.

LISA What's that?

THE MAN Stupid man-made chains, to suppress humanity.

[Gets up, begins to put his trousers on]  

LISA What are you doing?

THE MAN I'm getting out of here.

LISA Please stay... just a little longer. It was so good tonight... So wonderful... I forgot... everything else.

[Ignoring LISA'S pleas, the MAN proceeds to get dressed]  No one talks to me here... I am so lonely.

THE MAN [Coldly] Don't you go out any more?

LISA Only on Wednesday night... I go to the "Nightingale". Do you want to come with me?!

THE MAN [Shocked] Certainly not!

LISA It's a very respectable place. And so pretty. The music lifts you off your feet and makes you dance round and round. Everybody is so carefree and happy.

THE MAN [Cynically] Really?

LISA [Innocently] No one knows who I am.

THE MAN Or what you are.

LISA [Hurt] Why should they know that?

THE MAN One day it will be written all over your face, all over your body. And everybody will say, 'Don't dance with her!' If they'll let you in in the first place.

LISA [Shattered] Please go.

THE MAN You've asked me to stay so I'll stay. 

[Sits on the bed]

What shall we talk about, then? You? 

[LISA shakes her head]

All right, then. Tell me about yourself.

LISA I told you last time.

THE MAN You said very little.

LISA What more do you want to know?

THE MAN Have you ever been engaged?

LISA Mind your own business

THE MAN Ah, I touched a raw nerve. 

[Cynically]

I do apologise. Of course it isn't my 'business'. I feel sorry for you, that's all.

LISA I don't want your pity.

THE MAN I'm only trying to be kind.

LISA Or your kindness.

THE MAN I'm trying to help you.

LISA Thank you, no.

THE MAN Don't you want my support?

LISA I can stand on my own two feet.

THE MAN I'm sure you can. But where have those two marvelous feet of yours taken you? Just think about that. Just think.

LISA I never think!

THE MAN Exactly. That's the trouble with you. You refuse to face up to reality. Open your eyes while there's still time. You are young. You are pretty. You can fall in love and get married.

LISA Not all married couples are happy.

THE MAN True. But even a failed marriage is better than your sort of love. With love, you live, even unhappily. But here, there is no real life; only degradation and dishonour. This is a nasty place.

LISA You are here, too.

THE MAN [Taken aback] But I am a man. However low I degrade myself, I shall never drown. I shall never be a slave, like you. I can come here and then go away and it would be is as if I have never been here at all. I can always shake the shame off and become, so to speak, a new man. But you... you have been in chains from the moment you stepped into this room, the moment you lay in this bed, surrounded by the black spiders of lust. You had to give everything upfreedom, free will, your soul. And you will never regain them, because the more you struggle to escape, the tighter it would get - the rope around your neck - until it chokes you.

LISA There is no rope around my neck.

THE MAN Do you owe her money?

LISA I had to buy a warm coat. And boots.

THE MAN And a smart negligeae... These are your 'rope'.

LISA Madam said she would...

THE MAN Your Madam doesn't give a damn for your soul. She is evil. A spider.

LISA  You seem to be on good terms with her.

THE MAN I need her good will.

LISA [Cynically] Good will...

THE MAN Some men... are driven to drink when they are depressed and full of spite. I go to the brothel. 

[LISA looks intently at the MAN, as he speaks] 

I degrade myself... Yes, I do. Degradation and outrage. When I first saw you here... on that dreadful cold night... I lay beside you for hours, silent, brooding, depressed. I asked myselfis this how to love? Is it how to make love to a woman? No, it's degrading. Can't you see how horrid it is?

LISA [Remorsefully] Yes, now I can.

THE MAN Why did you come here?

LISA There was a reason.

THE MAN Your kind of girl doesn't usually end up in a place like this.

LISA What is my 'kind of girl'?

THE MAN One who grew up with love. Loving parents. Look at me; if I hadn't been an orphan, I wouldn't have been what I am todaya man without feelings. And, yet, if I had a daughter, I would have loved her more than anything in the world. More than a son.

LISA That wouldn't be fair.

THE MAN I wouldn't have been able to help it. I would have loved her to distraction. Like a man I once knew, a notorious miserhe wore rags and ate potato peels. But no silk, no perfume, no delicacy was too dear for his beloved daughter. I wouldn't have allowed my daughter to get married; I would have been be too jealous to give her away. I would have cross-examined every young man who proposed to her. I would not have wanted her to make a mistake.

LISA Unfortunately, daughters usually fall in love with the man their parents hate most.

THE MAN True.

LISA And so many girls marry the wrong man and are unhappy ever after. So many couples waste their live rowing and bickering.

THE MAN But that is often an essential part of marriage. You love, you quarrel. Then comes sweet reconciliationthe wife admits her mistake, the husband forgives her. They kiss. They are happy again and it's like a second wedding night, the rebirth of their love. 

[Pause]

Can't you tell me what has made you come to this place?

LISA I am happier here than I ever was at home.

THE MAN I can't believe that.

LISA It's the truth. Some parents would rather sell their daughters than see them happily married.

THE MAN Poverty sometimes drives people to---

LISA It also happens in well to do families.

THE MAN Well, maybe you are right. But how about... the 'Fruits of Love'? Children. Do you like babies? Tiny little darlings? I adore them. Imagine a pink, chubby tiny creature, feeding on your breasts. Your husband is watching you, and his heart swells and melts at the sight. The baby spreads out his arms and legs in contentment. As he sucks, he tugs at your breast with his dainty hands. He is playing. His first game. Later, when his teeth will grow, he will bite your nipple, but the pain... the pain will turn into pleasure and the baby, pink and lovely will...

LISA Stop it!

THE MAN [Taken aback] Don't you want me to talk about babies?

LISA No.

THE MAN And marriage? And love?

LISA You sound as if you are reading out of a book.

THE MAN [Embarrassed] What book? I don't read romantic rubbish. Er... I mean, it's rubbish that I have been quoting from... I mean... that I was... lying to you.

LISA Mocking me.

THE MAN Ah, yes. It's possible that I sounded as if I was mocking. I often sound as though I ridicule people. In the office, when I read petitions, I often...

LISA You grind your teeth..

THE MAN How do you know that?

LISA You told me.

THE MAN Well, I wasn't reading out of a book, Lisa. I don't need a book to tell me the truth about this room, the truth which you can't see, or refuse to see.

LISA What's wrong with my room?

THE MAN It's a whore's room! In a brothel! As soon as I got here tonight, I felt as if a tidal wave of sickness was sweeping me off my feet. You took your clothes off and lay naked on the bed. 'Go on,' you said, 'Go on. Take me.' I felt like puking all over you.

LISA But you didn't, and you took me.

THE MAN [Taken aback] Out... out of respect for you, as a woman.

LISA Took me like an animal.

THE MAN Forgive me, Lisa. I didn't want to hurt your feelings.

LISA You don't care about my feelings now.

THE MAN I care for the truth. And the truth is that I felt sick. Don't you feel sick every time you wake up in this bed? In this brothel? If I met you in a decent place, I could fall in love with you. 

[LISA raises her head, looks intently at the MAN]

I would go on my knees before you and obey all your commands. Here, all I have to do is whistle, and you come running to me like a dog. Your body and soul do not belong to you any more. What is a girl's greatest treasure? Her love. A man should be willing to sacrifice everything to secure it. But who would want to go that far for a woman he could have for a few coins?

LISA [Takes the MAN'S hand, gently] The madam says I could have a man here, on Wednesday. A lover of my own.

THE MAN [Sarcastically] A man?

LISA All the other girls have lovers. Men they really love.

THE MAN These are nor men, but pimps. Swine. Ask your 'man' to marry you and just see how he would react. He would laugh in your face. He would beat you up. And then he would run away and abandon you. Try him.

LISA In that case... I shall always have myself.

THE MAN An illusion, a dream. At twenty you will look forty and have a little less of 'yourself'. Then, a few years later, you will end up in Senaya street, to die under a writhing brute who will pound your dead body when he discovers the blood of your last gasp on his shirt-front.

LISA. [Screams hysterically and hits the MAN'S face and chest] 

No! No! No!

[LISA collapses onto the oor. The MAN rises, trembling with fear]  

THE MAN Lisa... Lisa, please forgive me. I am sorry. I must see you again. 

[LISA does not respond. The MAN takes a visiting card out of his pocket, places it in her limp hand]

Here is my card. Come and see me at home. Please. Look, my name and address. I trust you. In fact, it's more than trust.. It's... I'll tell you when you come to see me. I shall be at home, every Wednesday night, waiting for you. I can't see you here any more. I just can't. Say you will come. I shall be waiting for you. Remember that.

[The MAN goes out]

Blackout

Scene four

[LISA'S room. She is sitting on her bed, reading a letter]  

LISA 'Dear Natasha, Since I first met you at the "Nightingale", last Wednesday, and you did me the honour of a dance with you, I have been unable to chase you out of my mind. Not that I have tried very hard. I have been dreaming about you, day and night. As I write this, tears are streaming down my cheeks. That is the reasons for the stains on this letter. You see, my beloved Natasha, I have fallen in love with you. I am only a poor medical student, but, one day, I shall be a real doctor and be able to support you as my wife. Please say you will wait for me until then and marry me...' 

[To herself, romantically]

Marry me... Marry me... 

[Reads]

'I shall be at the "Nightingale" on Wednesday. Please come. Yours ever, Andrey...' 

[Laughs happily, playfully]

Well, darling Andrey, I have to get to know you better before I can accept your proposal...' 

[Laughs, but stops in her tracks when the MAN'S VOICE is heard, off, in a deep, loud whisper]  

THE MAN [off] Does he know who you are? And what you are? Does he? Think, Lisa, just this once. Think.

LISA [Defiantly] He loves me. Yes, he loves me. How different from your hate, your spite.

THE MAN Lisa, once you start down this road, there is no turning back and no escape. You may dream of marriage, of a happy home, of a family... But reality is Senaya street and consumption. Death in a damp cellar. And after your death, there will be no one to pray for your soul, to cry for you, or just remember you. Even I shall forget you in the arms of another whore.

LISA [Frantically] You are sick! Sick! I refuse to listen to such despair. I am young and life is beautiful. Why should I be dragged down to  your world of darkness, among your spiders? Why? Why?

[LISA sinks to her knees, sobs. As if enjoying her agony, the MAN laughs softly]   

Blackout

Scene five

[A room in the MAN'S sordid, run down apartment. We see one or two chairs and a shelf with many books. He is alone, wearing a shabby dressing-gown. He looks weak and vulnerable, unlike the man we saw earlier. He is sitting on an old chair, writing with a pencil in a notebook]

THE MAN Notes written in a basement at, underground. My main problem is exaggeration. I always magnify. The case of Lisa, for example. I think about her, I fret, I fear that she might turn up here. The last thing I want is a 'sentimental involvement'. I shouldn't have given her my card. Name, title'Junior clerk, Ministry of the Interior'... No, I don't want to come here, to see how poor I am, this sordid room, my cruel, cynical man-servant, who exploits me mercilessly. 

[Calls out]

Seven roubles a month I pay you! And nothing in return! Not even respect!... Where are you?!... Gone. I won't see him before midnight. Drunk! Left me stranded here without a morsel of food... Or a drop of tea! 

[Subsides]

No, she mustn't come here. And yet, in my heart of hearts, I long for her... I am an amazing man. The way I mesmerised her with a few lines, stolen from a cheap novel. 'The Fruit of Love'. What a title... Unbelievable, how a few words can change a life. And I sold her that story about the old man and his beloved daughter. Thank you, Honore de Balzac... She loves me, no doubt about that. One day, she will burst in here and collapse in my arms. 'I love you. I love you. I love you!' I shall say to her, by way of understatement, 'I suspected as much, but said not a word. I had no wish to compromise you.' 

[In a shrill voice]

'Silly man, silly lovable man... I want to be compromised - by you.' Thereupon, I shall plunge into Western European subtleties. Something straight out of a sentimental book by George Sand, like... er... 

[Goes down on his knees]

'Lisa, you are mine, my own creation, my wife. Together, we shall walk in the Garden of Life. You will become part of my sublime dreams.' Oh, my Lisa, do you know what dreams I have? One night I am a famous romantic poet, a second Lord Byron. Next, I am an all-powerful prince. Everybody curries my favours. Then I am a multi-millionaire, richer than rich. I give all my money to the poor. The other night I was a criminal, condemned to death. But the common people rose in rebellion and demanded my liberty. At the eleventh hour, the king pardoned me I was set free. Now I am a Jean-Jacques Rousseau figure. I walk barefoot across the Alps and wage merciless war on the reactionaries. I declare revolution and change the worldI move the Pope from Rome to Brazil and Lake Como from Como to Rome, because I want to reach the Villa Borghese by boat. All this I do for you, my love, my pure, pure love... 

[Angrily] 

Damn! Supposing they don't let the stupid whore out of the brothel... She said she had every Wednesday night off... And today is Wednesday.

Blackout

Scene six

[After the briefest possible pause, the lights go up to reveal LISA, standing in the doorway. She looks very pretty and innocent in a summer frock and straw hat. Long pause as the MAN stands awkwardly to one side, barely daring to look at her]

LISA You asked me to come.

THE MAN And it is Wednesday.

LISA My day off work.

THE MAN [Quietly, with a touch of sarcasm] Yes, work... 

[Pause]

I thought you went dancing on Wednesday nights. At the...

LISA "Nightingale".

THE MAN Yes. You told me...

LISA I don't go there any more. Certain persons there... annoy me.

[Pause]  

THE MAN May I take your shawl and hat?

LISA Thank you.

THE MAN [Awkwardly takes LISA'S shawl and hat. LISA giggles] Please be seated. 

[The MAN goes out. LISA looks a round the room. The MAN returns, places a chair in the middle of the room. LISA sits on it. Pause]  

LISA So here I am at last. Were you expecting me?

THE MAN Er.. yes... And no.

LISA Are you glad to see me? Yes and no? 

[Chuckles. Pause]  

THE MAN [Abruptly] Would you like some tea?

LISA No, thank you. I have...

THE MAN That's just as well. My manservant is a senile sneering snake. He refuses to lift a finger for me. I pay him seven roubles a month for not lifting a finger! The other day I made up my mind to teach him lesson and hold on to his money for at least two weeks. So what does he do? Screams his head off. Embarrasses me in front of the neighbours. I had to... to... give in to him.

[Almost overcome by emotion]

Humiliating surrender. I am always humiliated. In the office. In the restaurant. Even here at home. And in the brothel, too.  When Olympia said she wasn't...

[Pulls himself together]

I exaggerate.

LISA Do you?

THE MAN I sometimes do.

LISA [Smiles] Quite true.

THE MAN But not on this occasion. Look at me, at my appearance. He refuses to look after me any more. I pay him seven roubles and he won't even clean the house. Look at the dust, the dirt, the cobwebs up there. No wonder I see spiders everywhere.

LISA [Smiles] The black spiders of lust.

THE MAN Yes, I see them everywhere. They are everywhere, but especially in you room, Lisa.

LISA [Crestfallen] I know. I have come here to tell you that I decided to take your advice. I am leaving the... that place. I shall pay the madam every penny I owe her. I shall be free, a new woman. I feel so happy, and it's all thanks to you. When you spoke to me about my life, you sounded so false, as if you were trying to scare me and take pleasure in my fright. But now I know that you are sincere and that your advice was right and unselfish... At the dance hall, I met a young man... his name was Andrey... a medical student. A month ago he put this letter in my hand and ran away. He wrote that he was in love with me and wanted to marry me. That is why I stopped going to the "Nightingale". He stands outside every  Wednesday evenings, and waits for me. But even if I loved him, how could I ever agree to be his wife? I could never tell him the truth about mrself, about the madam, about... my... room. And I couldn't lie to him. No love can grow out of a soil of lies. But you, who know my secret, who have forgiven me... you can now save me and change my life. I love you.

THE MAN When I first came to your room, on that cold, wet night, I had been drinking with friends. Some friends... They refused to drink with me. they turned their backs on me. Then I tried to provoke the officer, who just ignored me. I beat up the coachman who took me to the brothel. That is, I wanted to beat him up, but dared not do it. In the brothel, I asked for Olympia. She couldn't be bothered with me. I didn't have enough money for her, anyway, but that wasn't the point... I felt humiliated. I could have left, of course, but couldn't bring myself to do it. I had to make a stand; I decided to stay. You were the only whore still 'available'. Tired, but available. So, I took everything out on you. They had humiliated me, so I humiliated you. You thought I wanted to save you. Rubbish. I wanted power over someone, anyone. You. Power to scare you, power to steal your sleep. You played into my hands. It was so easy, and I hate you for being easy. I feel ashamed for hating you and hate you for making me feel ashamed. Can you understand such contradictions|? I gave you my address and hated you for taking my card, for coming here today. 

[LISA makes for the door]

No, don't go! I hate you because you can see my poverty, my weakness, my... 

[ Weeps]

...tears... For listening to this confession, which a man can make but once in a lifetime and which I am now making to a cheap whore. 

[ Sobs. Pause]

Are you still there? Have you no pride? Why are you listening to all this madness.

LISA Because you are unhappy. Much more unhappy than I can ever be. I love you now even more than I did an hour ago. Let me take your unhappiness with both hands and throw it out of the window. Come to me, my love. 

[LISA gently touches the MAN'S face. For a moment he faces her, tears streaming out of his eyes. For a moment, it seems that he would take LISA in his arms in a gesture of forgiveness and expiation. But, instead, the MAN brutally pushes LISA onto the oor, lies on top of her and beats her with his fists. LISA screams] 

No, no! Please don't! No!

Blackout

Scene seven

[After a very short blackout, the lights go on to reveal the MAN standing  in a corner of the room, looking at LISA, who is lying on the oor, her clothing in disarray. After a moment, she rises painfully and goes out for her shawl and hat. The MAN picks up a book, reads]

THE MAN What is Man? Next to God, he is the creator, a maker of things, a builder. But he also destroys. His ideal is order, but he achieves only chaos. He builds roads that lead nowhere. He travels over them to nowhere. He aspires to beauty and pleasure but can find them only in pain and cruelty. 

[LISA enters with her hat and shawl. She stops for a moment, as if expecting the MAN to ask her to stay. Silence. She goes out. The MAN rises, rushes to the door, calls out after her]

Lisa! Lisa! Come back. 

[After a short pause, LISA returns. The MAN takes a few coins out of his pocket, places them in LISA'S hand]

For your... services. 

[Pause. LISA throws the coins to the oor, spits in the MAN'S face and goes out. The MAN laughs, softly]

See you again soon, Lisa... In Senaya street. 

[The MAN'S laughter turns to sobbing. He sinks to the floor]  
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end

