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  Characters




  NARRATOR




  ‘POPPET’, or SHURA, twenty-five




  LYOVCHIK, twenty-eight




  TICKET CLERK, forty-five




  MISHANYA, thirty-five




  AUNTIE PASHA LAVRENYOVA, fifty




  PETROVNA, seventy




  DRUNKEN MAN




  CROWD, carrying toasters




  Notes




  Russian names have been transcribed in order to give a sense of their sound and not according to official systems of transcription.




  Poppet and Lyovchik first appear in Act One as MAN and WOMAN, while in Act Two Pasha Lavrenyova first appears as WOMAN.




  







  




  ACT ONE




  NARRATOR. Where should I start? I don’t know . . . with the name of the town, maybe? Well, it’s not exactly a town. Not even a largish village. Definitely not a village. In fact, it’s not really even a populated place. It’s a station. Just a station. Somewhere in the middle of My Boundless Motherland. But when I say middle, I don’t mean at the heart. Because My Boundless Motherland is a strange animal and its heart, as everyone knows, is located in its head. But enough of that. The head, I mean. We should work out exactly where we are. I reckon that it’s about in the region of the small of the back, the sacrum, or maybe even . . . No, no ‘maybe’ about it – that’s where it is. That’s where we are. Right in the centre of it. The epicentre. Things are all painfully out of step here . . . Things are really not right. In fact, so wrong that I want to scream, wail, yell, just so My Boundless Motherland will hear, ‘You slut . . . You’re not decent!’ But would she hear? Would she understand? Stop to think about it? I don’t know . . .




  But this station is called Mokhovoye. As usual the name isn’t written on the board. And why should it be? None of the trains even stop here. Only the freight-passenger trains. The expresses, the private trains and all the other ones rush through without dropping their speed, and even sometimes speeding up so as not to catch an accidental glimpse of anything untoward. Anything ‘like that’, if you know what I mean. Not even all the local trains stop here. The 6.37 and the 22.41 Eastbound and the 9.13 Westbound and that’s it. That is it . . .




  The station is a wooden building with a slate roof, standing next to the railway track. It’s November and cold. There is snow on the platform. There’s a path through the snow leading right to the station doors. It’s not as cold in there. You might even call it quite warm.




  Shall we go in? Warm up?




  We go in. Looks alright, actually. Hardly a disgrace. The walls were painted not so long ago. Three years or so, no more. The paint’s dark green, but that’s a matter of taste, as they say . . . Enough of them, anyway . . . the walls, I mean. What else have we got here? Somewhere to sit? There is. Two lots of station seats right in the middle. In one of the seats, closest to the iron stove, which is like a column, built into the wall, there’s a man asleep. His head is thrown back and his mouth is open wide. He’s a little man, frail, but for all that he’s clearly a bit the worse for wear. He’s asleep. Let him sleep. We’ll leave him be for the moment. Let’s have a look round to begin with. Right. Next to the stove is a pile of logs, a heap of rubbish and some papers or other. Going further, there’s a word scratched into the wall (but a harmless one, thank God) and a plywood board with the timetable stencilled on it: Arrivals, departures, waiting time at station (minutes). In the column ‘waiting time at station’ there are little number ones going all the way down. Well, that’s logical – if you’re not here, you’ve missed it. Anyway . . . what else? Hey! Left luggage lockers. Six of them. Out of order and filthy dirty. Shame . . . we could have . . . then there’s a metal door, a new one, unpainted. A metre from the door there’s a window with a grille over it – the ticket office. A piece of paper is stuck to the window. It reads ‘All gone’, yet what is all gone, why and when is not clear. But it isn’t our business anyway. A woman is sitting behind the window. The ticket clerk. She’s a nice, firm forty-five and she’s wearing the lining from a Chinese leather coat and felt boots. Her face is smeared with a French (made in Poland) beauty mask. She is holding some knitting in her hands and she has an expression of utter boredom in her eyes.




  Silence.




  Only the man gives out indistinct noises from time to time and there is the clicking of the knitting needles in the clerk’s hands. But nothing else. It is as if it’s a painted scene and not a real one.




  But no . . .




  Can you hear? Some voices. They’re coming closer. Closer. Still closer.




  Who’s this?




  We’re about to find out.




  The door opens. A MAN and a WOMAN appear. They are both young, sleek, lightly dressed. They are holding armfuls of checked canvas laundry bags – about three in each hand. And on top of all this the WOMAN is pregnant.




  WOMAN (city accent). What a place. I almost went into labour. Why the hell did we get out at this hole.




  MAN (city accent). S’alright – we’ve made ourselves a tidy sum.




  WOMAN (putting bags down). How can they live here? It’s a filthy pit. Ugh! Did you see what their nails are like?




  MAN (putting bags down). Y’what?




  WOMAN. Their nails . . . You wouldn’t see that, not even in the Hermitage. Like black peoples’, their nails . . . You see them?




  MAN. For the love of . . . No, I didn’t see them.




  WOMAN (looking at the seat). Do you reckon it’s safe to sit down?




  MAN. Why the hell not?




  WOMAN. Might catch something. Bacteria. Gangrene. TB. (She pats her tummy.) Not recommended, apparently. I can’t have any injections or antibiotics.




  MAN. Put down some newspaper and you can sit there as long as you like.




  WOMAN. Hey! That’s an idea. Which one?




  MAN. The furthest one.




  The WOMAN goes into her bag, gets out a pile of papers and spreads them out on two seats next to each other for her and the MAN. She sits down and sniffs.




  WOMAN. It smells of armpits in here a bit. Remember that old guy on the train?




  MAN (studying the timetable, indifferent). Which one?




  WOMAN. With a beard and that. Can’t remember.




  MAN. And?




  WOMAN. The smell he was giving off. Jesus . . .




  MAN. What?




  WOMAN. I mean I took a sniff and phwoar . . . Started taking every second breath . . . Thought I was going to die. Gas chamber, it was . . . What the fucking hell are we doing in this shithole? You’ve really done . . .




  MAN. We’ve not done badly out of this, alright.




  WOMAN. What’s that mean?




  MAN. Not bad.




  WOMAN. Is it a fucking secret?




  MAN. Would shifting five bags suit you?




  WOMAN. Fucking hell. Not bad.




  MAN. Well then.




  Silence.




  WOMAN. Shit, it stinks of armpits in here. What a nuisance. Fuck.




  She gets out a bottle of perfume and without looking sprays all around herself. Her hand lands on the DRUNKEN MAN’s open mouth. She looks – her eyes almost fall out of her head – she screeches, jumps up and runs outside.




  MAN. What’s wrong with you, Poppet? (Looks at the man.) What the . . . What are you doing here? (Goes over.) Oi! . . . you still alive? (He nudges the old man with his foot.) What you going around scaring people for? Eh! Do you want a toaster? It’s free. Hey, have you snuffed it? Eh, you going to take this toaster or what?
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