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ABOUT THE BOOK

	 

	One character in the book says that even those who have not read Romeo and Juliet know that they kiss. The story of unhappy lovers follows us in films, songs, poems, and epigrams.

	 

	What can we think about seeing a young man and woman smiling at each other on the balcony? It’s Romeo and Juliet!

	 

	Someone said Romeo and Juliet are dead. How can that be? Life never dies; it only falls asleep to wake up again. The book's heroine, a girl in love, objects to the statement that Romeo and Juliet are fictional. She says they exist, but she hasn’t met them yet. At the end of her complicated but beautiful life, she realizes that Juliet is her and Romeo is the one she loves. 

	 

	This book is about love and fidelity, but it is not only about that. It touches upon religious topics, historical incidents, and people who have changed our planet’s lives. It was impossible to leave aside questions of morality. The lines about hatred, anti-Semitism, racism, violence, and murder are cruel, but you need to read about them to know—or not forget—that we must fight this evil.
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VARIATION FOUR~IVAN AND MARYA~PART ONE


	 

	TIME AND PLACE

	 

	The action begins in the twenty-first century in the village of Dremoochaya and ends in Moscow.

	 

	CHARACTERS

	 

	Abbie is an American and Bill’s daughter.

	Alyoshka and Zychik (Bunny) are newlywed Russians.

	Alina is a Russian-African-American and Matryona’s daughter.

	Bill is an American and David’s employee.

	David is an American and the owner of a security company.

	Doc is an American and David’s family doctor.

	Dodik is a Ukrainian Jew and a taxi driver in New York.

	Ernest is a Russian taxi driver in Moscow.

	Ethan is an American and David’s employee.

	Gala is a Russian-African-American, Matryona’s elder daughter.

	Ishmael is an American and Solomon’s friend.

	Ivan is a Russian-African-American, Matryona’s son.

	James and Thomas are Americans, officers of a security company.

	Jerry is an American taxi station manager.

	John is an American and David’s employee.

	Jose is a Mexican and a cemetery worker.

	Liza is a Russian-American and a funeral company worker.

	Marya is an African-American-Russian and Solomon’s daughter.

	Matryona Razdolny is a Russian and the mother of Ivan, Gala, and Alina.

	Miss Watson is a Black woman and Solomon’s neighbor.

	Oleg is a Russian and Ivan’s military friend.

	Priest is a Russian, an alcoholic, and a visitor to a Moscow restaurant. 

	Proskovya is a Russian and Matryona’s fellow villager.

	Randy is an American and David’s employee.

	Red-Nosed is a Russian, an alcoholic, and a visitor to a Moscow restaurant.

	Sergey is a Russian and Viktor’s guard.

	Shurochka is a Russian saleswoman at a Moscow restaurant.

	Solomon is an African-American, Marya’s father, and Windy’s friend.

	Song is a Chinese woman who is a recreational boat passenger in New York.

	Steve is an American and David’s employee.

	Tanya is a Russian and Vika’s friend.

	The tour guide is a Russian woman working in Moscow.

	Ustinya Semenova is a Russian and Matryona’s godmother.

	Vika is a Russian woman and prostitute in Moscow.

	Viktor is a Russian and a pimp from Moscow.

	Weightlifter is Russian and a visitor to a Moscow restaurant.

	
ACT ONE

	 

	SCENE ONE

	 

	A woman in her fifties, with her gray hair gathered in a ball at the back of her head, and two teenage girls stand in the shadow of a tree near a post with a bus stop sign. 

	 

	An older woman approaches them with a smile.

	 

	WOMAN

	Good morning, Matryona!

	 

	MATRYONA

	Good morning, Proskovya.

	 

	PROSKOVYA

	You have a lovely dress, dear.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Thank you.

	 

	PROSKOVYA

	We’ve all been through this—I’ve been through it myself.

	 

	MATRYONA

	I can’t wait.

	 

	PROSKOVYA

	Everything will return to its place tomorrow. Your daughters are so grown-up. How old are they now?

	 

	Matryona strokes the shoulder of a tall girl who looks like her. 

	 

	MATRYONA

	Gala is seventeen and… Alina!

	 

	A plump, shorter girl with long, curly black hair who resembles Stepan turns to Proskovya.

	 

	ALINA

	What?

	 

	MATRYONA

	She is fifteen.

	 

	PROSKOVYA

	Time flies.

	 

	Gala and Alina walk away from the bus stop sign and approach the edge of the road. 

	 

	Gala, wiping a tear from her cheek, stares at the road.

	 

	ALINA

	What did you see there?

	 

	GALA

	It was a truck. Where’s this bus already?

	 

	ALINA

	You can’t watch mom cry, and neither can I.

	 

	GALA

	I can’t wait to see Ivan.[1]

	 

	ALINA

	You never loved him that much.

	 

	GALA

	I’ve always loved him. He’s my big brother.

	 

	ALINA

	You always argued with him.

	 

	GALA

	I was stupid and jealous.

	 

	ALINA

	Why were you jealous?

	 

	GALA

	I thought mom loved him more than she loved me.

	 

	ALINA

	She loves him more than us. He’s the first child and a boy!

	 

	GALA

	So, what if he's a boy?

	 

	ALINA

	Boys are more important than girls; they are the defenders of the homeland.

	 

	GALA

	This is if there is a war! It doesn’t matter. Mom loves me more than you.

	 

	ALINA

	Did she tell you that?

	 

	GALA

	I’m the first daughter.

	 

	ALINA

	I’m the last one and most precious.

	 

	GALA

	Say what you want; I don’t care.

	 

	ALINA

	I hope Ivan has medals on his chest.

	 

	GALA

	Will you love him more with medals?

	 

	ALINA

	No, but when he comes to school, all the girls will be ready to die to look at him. I've already told all my friends that...

	 

	GALA

	I see a bus!

	 

	An old small bus stops, and the door creaks open.

	 

	Women with bags and purses get out and turn.

	 

	WOMAN

	(to the driver)

	Demyan, the creaking of your door made my body tremble. It's dangerous.

	 

	DEMYAN

	For whom?

	 

	WOMAN

	For you!

	 

	DEMYAN

	I'm out of grease.

	 

	WOMAN

	I can teach your wife what to do. Tell her.

	 

	DEMYAN

	My wife doesn't need teachers. She can teach you.

	(turns)

	Ivan, do you have a grenade? I need one right now.

	 

	The women laugh and leave.

	 

	A tall young man, dark-skinned, broad-shouldered, similar to Matryona in the face and somewhat reminiscent of Stepan, emerges from the bus. He’s wearing a military uniform and carries a suitcase.[2]

	 

	GALA

	Alina, it’s Ivan! I will hug him first.

	 

	IVAN

	You’ve grown-up, girls. I hardly recognize you!

	 

	GALA

	Ivan, you’re so handsome and tall! I want my boyfriend to look like you.

	 

	ALINA

	Where are the medals? Are you not a hero?

	 

	IVAN

	Fallen soldiers are heroes. I’m lucky to have come home.

	 

	IVAN

	Wait, girls.

	(takes off his military cap)

	Mom, don’t cry. Time flew by.

	 

	MATRYONA

	You left like a boy, and now you’re a grown man. I wish your father could see you right now.

	 

	IVAN

	I missed you. I’ll never leave you again. Let’s go home.

	 

	ALINA

	I’ll take your suitcase. Ivan… It isn’t heavy. I hope you didn’t forget to bring me a gift.

	 

	IVAN

	I’m the gift. Isn’t that good enough?

	 

	ALINA

	No!

	 

	GALA

	What?

	 

	ALINA

	It was a joke! But I like gifts.

	 

	Gala looks at her angrily.

	 

	1. Ivan is a Slavic male given name, a variant of the Greek name Ioánnes (John in English) from the Hebrew Yohannan, meaning "God is gracious." The most famous bearer of this name is the first Russian tsar, Ivan the Terrible.

	 

	2. Conscription in Russia is a twelve-month draft, mandatory for all male citizens aged eighteen to twenty-seven, with some exceptions. Before 2007, the term of compulsory service was twenty-four months.

	 

	SCENE TWO

	 

	Matryona and Ivan walk along the road with their arms around each other.

	 

	Gala approaches Ivan from the other side, hugs him, and keeps pace with him.

	 

	Alina, with a hurt face, dragging Ivan’s suitcase, follows them.

	 

	ALINA

	I want to hug Ivan, too!

	 

	GALA

	Grow up, my little sister.

	 

	The bus driver honks loudly as the bus passes Matryona’s family.

	 

	Proskovya smiles and waves to them.

	 

	SCENE THREE

	 

	A big dog comes from the doghouse.

	 

	IVAN

	Thunder!

	 

	Thunder barks, wags his tail, and runs to the gate.

	 

	Ivan opens the gate and enters the yard.

	 

	Thunder jumps on Ivan and licks his face and hands.

	 

	IVAN

	How are you doing? Do you miss the forest and hunting? I’m back, buddy.

	(to Matryona)

	Thunder isn’t on the chain—that’s bad. Where is my favorite mustachioed lioness?

	 

	MATRYONA

	I’ll tell you later what happened to your cat.

	(to Gala and Alina)

	Girls, close the gate.

	(to Ivan)

	Step forward with the right foot.

	 

	Ivan takes a deep breath and raises his right leg.

	 

	SCENE FOUR

	 

	Ivan enters the house and looks around with a smile.

	 

	IVAN

	Nothing’s changed. I wanted to see it.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Go to your room, girls. Let me talk to my son.

	 

	ALINA

	I want to listen.

	 

	GALA

	You’re stupid.

	 

	She grabs Alina, drags her to a small room, and closes the door behind her.

	 

	Ivan sits down at the table.

	 

	Matryona removes napkins from plates and pours milk into a glass.

	 

	Ivan takes a sandwich from his plate, eats with a joyful face, and drinks milk.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Do you want more food? I have a lot, everything you like.

	 

	IVAN

	I’m already full.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Was it scary to serve in another country?

	 

	IVAN

	I served in a quiet place. The food was delicious. Thanks.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Where are you going? We haven’t talked yet.

	 

	IVAN

	We have a lot of time to talk. I want to visit... my friends.

	 

	MATRYONA

	You need not lie.

	 

	IVAN

	I’ll come soon.

	 

	MATRYONA

	She’s dating somebody. Don’t be mad at her.

	 

	IVAN

	Why would I be mad at her?

	 

	MATRYONA

	It’s hard for a young girl to wait. It’s a different time now, and the morals are different.

	 

	IVAN

	I understand.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Say hello to Nina. She’s a good girl, always home. She helps her mom and never argues.

	 

	IVAN

	Is this a small, shy girl I remember, our neighbor’s daughter?

	 

	MATRYONA

	She’s not small anymore. When will you be home?

	 

	IVAN

	Don’t worry. I’m a big boy now.

	 

	MATRYONA

	You’re still my baby son.

	 

	IVAN

	I’ll never forget it.

	 

	MATRYONA

	I love you. Don’t be late.

	 

	She eats Ivan’s sandwich and drinks his unfinished milk. 

	 

	SCENE FIVE

	 

	Matryona enters the small room.

	 

	Many photographs of Ivan and his friends at different ages are on the walls.

	 

	She opens Ivan’s suitcase and puts his clothes on the bed.

	 

	A plastic bag with medals and photos falls to the floor.

	 

	In the photos, Ivan and his military friends hug each other and smile.

	 

	ALINA

	Can I see the photos?

	 

	MATRYONA

	Ivan will show you his photos if he wants.

	 

	ALINA

	Where is he?

	 

	MATRYONA

	He went to see his friends.

	 

	ALINA

	He didn’t go to see his friends.

	 

	MATRYONA

	He’s a big boy.

	 

	ALINA

	Does he still love her after what she did to him?

	 

	MATRYONA

	I don’t know.

	 

	ALINA

	Ask him. Today.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Today?

	 

	ALINA

	I need to know if he has any pride.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Tamara[1] isn’t an enemy.

	 

	ALINA

	Do you want him to marry her?

	 

	MATRYONA

	No.

	 

	ALINA

	Tell him that. He’ll not ask you.

	 

	MATRYONA

	He’ll ask me.

	 

	ALINA

	You’re weak and will let my brother marry the traitor.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Would you leave me alone? I have a headache.

	 

	ALINA

	Order him not to marry her.

	 

	MATRYONA

	He’s no longer a soldier listening to orders.

	 

	ALINA

	You’ve always said this is your home and your rules.

	 

	She turns and, with a scowl, leaves.

	 

	1. Tamara is a female given name derived from the biblical name Tamar, meaning "date" (the fruit), "date palm," or "palm tree."

	 

	In Genesis, Tamar was twice Judah’s daughter-in-law and the mother of his twin children, Zerah and Perez.

	 

	Judah was the fourth son of Jacob and Leah, the founder of the Israelite Tribe of Judah.

	 

	Tamar was the widow of Judah’s sons, Er and Onan.

	 

	Judah tells Tamar she must wait for his third son, Shelah, to grow up. In reality, he didn’t want it because he was afraid that Shelah would die like his brothers.

	 

	Tamar understood this but didn’t want to remain a childless and powerless widow forever. She disguised herself as a prostitute and went to see Judah. His wife had died two months before, and he wanted sex.

	 

	After the first night with Judah, Tamar became pregnant, gave birth to twins, and received all the benefits she expected from this trick. She became the foremother of the Jews, the ancestor of King David in the Hebrew Bible, and of Jesus in the New Testament.

	 

	SCENE SIX

	 

	Thunder, with a sad muzzle, sits near his dog's house.

	 

	He raises his head, looks tensely toward the street, and puts his head on his front paws.

	 

	Matryona comes out of the house with a bowl in her hands and places it near the dog.

	 

	Thunder turns its head to the food bowl, sniffs it, and turns away.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Eat, you fool. Ivan will come soon. He has returned forever.

	 

	She gets up, straightens her back with pain on her face, and goes into the house.

	 

	SCENE SEVEN

	 

	Gala lies in bed and reads a book.

	 

	Alina goes to the window, pulls back the curtain, and looks out into the street.

	 

	ALINA

	It's getting dark, but Ivan isn't there yet. He's probably kissing that bastard somewhere right now.

	 

	GALA

	That is none of your business. Tamara is beautiful and knows how to stand up for herself. I love her.

	 

	ALINA

	After Ivan left for the army, she slept with the whole village.

	 

	GALA

	Not with the whole village, but only with Kiryan... maybe with Nester too, but I'm not sure about that.

	 

	ALINA

	Do you think two is not enough to be called a whore?

	 

	GALA

	We live in the modern world! People need more than looks and handshakes.

	 

	ALINA

	What do you think people need in the modern world?

	 

	GALA

	People in the age of machines need close communication with each other to avoid turning into machines.

	 

	ALINA

	Are you ready to sleep with the whole village so as not to become a machine?

	 

	GALA

	In a dream, I have done this more than once.

	 

	ALINA

	You were born a whore. People say it's in the genes. I can't figure out where you got them from.

	 

	GALA

	If you call me black, I'll beat you.

	 

	ALINA

	You called me black many times.

	 

	GALA

	Because you always annoy me.

	 

	ALINA

	Tamara is a traitor, and there is no worse word. 

	 

	GALA

	That's what you called her, not me.

	 

	ALINA

	What name did you come up with for her?

	 

	GALA

	Her name is Tamara, and she is not a whore.

	(puts the book down)

	Something didn't work out between her and Ivan, but they love each other, and lovers, even in the dark, will find a way to each other and forgive each other if there is anything for it. Isn't that true?

	 

	ALINA

	Love makes a person weak, and it's true. I hope this doesn't happen to my brother.

	 

	GALA

	But what about...

	 

	ALINA

	They talk and nothing else.

	 

	GALA

	Read your book, revolutionary. This is a classic.

	 

	ALINA

	I can't stand Shakespeare. What did mom find in him?

	 

	GALA

	Why don't you like Shakespeare?

	 

	ALINA

	It's all about villains and Jews. The villains robbed Jesus, and the Jews betrayed him.

	 

	GALA

	You are a racist.

	 

	ALINA

	I'm Russian, and you...

	 

	GALA

	Just try to say it. I warned you.

	 

	Alina takes a book from the table, falls on the bed, and reads.

	 

	Gala smiles, picks up the book, makes a serious face, and continues to read.

	 

	SCENE EIGHT

	 

	Matryona sits at the table and reads a newspaper.

	 

	Some dishes covered with a towel are on the table.

	 

	IVAN

	(enters)

	Are the girls asleep already?

	 

	MATRYONA

	They wanted to wait for you, but I persuaded them to go to bed because tomorrow is a school day. Did you see Tamara?

	 

	IVAN

	We talked.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Do you love her?

	 

	IVAN

	Mom, you look tired.

	 

	MATRYONA

	I haven’t slept well for a long time. You’re at home, and I can rest, but now you look more tired than I do.

	 

	IVAN

	I’ll go to the forest tomorrow. I miss my rifle. Can I invite my friends to a party?

	 

	MATRYONA

	Will you invite girls, too, or only boys?

	 

	IVAN

	It will be only boys. Are my rifle and ammo still in the closet?

	 

	MATRYONA

	It's there. Your father never touched your rifle.

	 

	IVAN

	He was a tamer of wolves without a rifle.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Do you remember his stories?

	 

	IVAN

	A pair of wolves attacked him in the forest. He fought them.

	 

	MATRYONA

	It was a funny story.

	 

	IVAN

	Once, he told me a wolf pushed him under the water.

	 

	MATRYONA

	He told me criminals attacked him and pushed them from the train roof. I hope you’re not a bird of passage.

	 

	IVAN

	I’m a home chicken.

	 

	MATRYONA

	You know, somebody asked me if your rifle was for sale.

	 

	IVAN

	No money can buy it. Never.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Are you hungry?

	 

	IVAN

	Soldiers are always hungry. Oh, it’s my favorite jam. 

	 

	MATRYONA

	Do you plan to travel or stay at home?

	 

	IVAN

	I have traveled enough. I’m home forever, like a dog on a chain.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Why should we travel? There’s such beautiful nature around.

	 

	IVAN

	Have you ever thought of traveling to America with my father?

	 

	MATRYONA

	It was expensive. I told Stepan to go there alone, but he didn’t want to. He always said, "America is far."

	 

	IVAN

	I’m sure my father didn’t regret remaining in Russia. Everyone loved him, and no one could reproach him for anything.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Maybe his mom a little.

	 

	IVAN

	What are you talking about?

	 

	MATRYONA

	He promised her to install a brown gravestone on her grave but never did.

	 

	IVAN

	(puts the sandwich on the plate)

	It’s so good to be home.

	 

	MATRYONA

	Your father was a good man. His mom can be proud of him and rest in peace. Finish your sandwich.
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