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 [A sitting room. Two doors: one - left - leading to bedrooms, the other - right - to a hall, the front door and other rooms. In the dark, FRIEDA'S happy laughter and voice are heard, off]

FRIEDA.- Oh, Georg, I like this game. It's exciting. Where are you? Come back, darling.... 

[The lights go on, revealing GEORG, standing on one side of the room]
GEORG.- Should I marry her, yes or no? Yes - because I can't endure alone a life of loneliness, because I shall never be able to endure, alone, the demands of my own nature. My love for her will give strength to my existence.

FRIEDA.- [Off. Impatiently]
Georg...

GEORG:  No! Because of my fear of connection, of passing from myself into another being. If I marry her, I shall never be alive again. Yes - because of her... body...

[FRIEDA enters through the door, right. She gropes her way in, gingerly, a pretty woman in her middle twenties, in a light summer frock. A silk scarf is tied over her eyes as a blindfold]
GEORG.- [to himself]  

I can hear her heartbeat, in full cry, demanding.

FRIEDA.- This isn't fair. Where are you?

GEORG.-  No - because of her soul.
FRIEDA.-  Come and feel my heartbeat; if you can find my heart. If you can catch it like a bird. 
[Moves around the room, followed by GEORG]  

I am here, little Georg. Kiss me. Kiss me. Blindfold. 

GEORG.- [To himself]  

Lovemaking is punishment for the happiness of being together. [Stands behind FRIEDA, embraces her and kisses her neck]
FRIEDA.- Oh, Georg, my darling. 

[GEORG'S hand inches down over her stomach. She moves away]  No...  Not before we are married!

GEORG.- [Crestfallen]  

Yes, Frieda.

FRIEDA.- [Takes the blindfold off]  

It's a kissing-and-petting-only game and you are supposed to play it only by the rules, or not at all. Besides, what if your father suddenly came here.

GEORG.- He is too ill to leave his bed.

FRIEDA.- You can never tell.

GEORG.- My father is dying.

FRIEDA.- He could hear us.

GEORG.- His head is buzzing with his own private sounds: visions of childhood, unfinished dreams, anxieties, music of years ago. He is wandering in a world of bizarre voices. He can hear nothing else.

FRIEDA.- Good.

GEORG.- I used to love and fear his strength. He never used to complain about anything. Now he can't stop grumbling.

FRIEDA.- Georg, you feel sorry for your poor father. You have such a kind little heart. But you have said so yourself: life must go on. And life is on this side of your father's bedroom door not in there. 
[Points to the door, left]  
He is old and dying; you are young and full of life. This is the way of the world. And don't ever forget that I am here, Georg, alive and yours. 
[Sits on a chair, reclining in what looks to GEORG a provocative pose]
GEORG.- [At the other end of the room, to himself]  

Why does she remind me of that simple girl, by the river. The passion of that night, the unspeakable pleasure, the lie, the crime.

FRIEDA.- Georg, do you really love me?

GEORG.- Yes, I do.

FRIEDA.- I really love you, too, Georg.
[GEORG goes over to FRIEDA, strokes her legs lightly. She responds. With a sudden, violent movement, he raises her skirt]  

No! Leave me alone! You're hurting me! [Struggles free from GEORG, gets up and moves away. Angrily]  What's the matter with you?! You've bruised my leg. What a brute you are. I want to go home.

GEORG.- No, please don't. Forgive me. I am sorry.

FRIEDA.- Sorry... I should hope so. Don't bother to see me out.

GEORG.- I was carried away. By your beauty... the unbearable softness of your body.

FRIEDA.- [Subsides, flattered]  

Were you?

GEORG.- Yes, I was.

FRIEDA.- [Sweetly]  

You are so in love with your little Frieda that you're forgetting the rules of the kissing-only  game, aren't you?  But, don't worry, I shall be both player and referee and blow the whistle whenever you commit a foul. Now say, 'Thank you, referee'.

GEORG.- Thank you. 

FRIEDA.- Now say, 'I am helpless without my little Frieda'. Go on, say it.

GEORG.- [Dryly]  I am helpless.

FRIEDA.- And you need me desperately, don't you?

GEORG.- I suppose I do.

FRIEDA.- Body and soul... Say it.

GEORG.- Body and soul.

FRIEDA.- Without me you will die.

GEORG.- Yes. I will.

FRIEDA.- [Lightly]  

That's nice, Georg. That's very nice and gratifying, Georg. Are you truly glad my father moved his business from Vienna to Prague?

GEORG.- You know I am.

FRIEDA.- Say it again.

GEORG.- [Reluctantly]  

If he didn't we would never have met.

FRIEDA.- And never have fallen in love and never got engaged. It doesn't bear thinking about. I wish we could name the day.

GEORG.- So do I. But, as long as my father is... is... 
[With emotion] 

...in this terrible state... We...

FRIEDA.- I know. But I dare say he is taking a very long time a-dying.

GEORG.- Frieda!

FRIEDA.- I don't mean it in a nasty way.

GEORG.- How do you mean it, then?

FRIEDA.- As a compliment to him. I've heard so many stories about... his superhuman strength. Now he is fight against Death himself.

GEORG.- He was always so strong. A giant. In his youth, he could support a cart on his shoulders. His family were common and poor and my father was only eight when he went out to work. At fourteen, he was a peddler and used to push a heavy barrow from one town to another, even in deep winter, in the snow. Terrible blisters festered on his feet, but he would carry on, regardless. He suffered in silence and never complained. Never. Wait till you meet my friend... the one who now lives in Russia. He knew him years ago, when my father was still in his prime. My friend will tell you some incredible stories about him. Now my father lies in his bed... bitter... a bitter skeleton.

FRIEDA.- Georg, don't you wish we were already married and could break all the rules of the silly petting game?

GEORG.- Of course I do. But we have to wait. Patiently. With dignity. This, too, is a 'rule'. One of the proprieties. Then, after a decent interval... for mourning... After I had recovered from my grief...

FRIEDA.- 
[Almost salaciously] 

The honeymoon in the mountains. The Bridal Suite. Carried by you over the threshold. You, undressing me. Naked. Naked. You and I. 
[Impulsively puts her hand on GEORGE’S crotch. He recoils. She moves to one side, abashed] 

FRIEDA.- Forgive me.

GEORG.- [Quietly]  

My God!
FRIEDA.- I don't know what possessed me.

GEORG.- [Quietly] 

Punishment for happiness.

FRIEDA.- What did you say?

GEORG.- Nothing.

FRIEDA.- What 'punishment'?

GEORG.- I said that happiness wasn't free.

FRIEDA.- I heard you say 'punishment'.

GEORG.- It was nothing to do with you. It was an idea I had. In here. 
[Touches his forehead] 

Nothing serious.

FRIEDA.- Everything is always serious about you. I wish you didn't wear such a long face all the time. I want you to relax, to enjoy yourself. Let's go out somewhere.

GEORG.- It's Friday.

FRIEDA.- Oh, yes, I keep forgetting your 'Weekly Report'.

GEORG.- I can't disappoint him.

FRIEDA.- What a bore. All the news of the office. 
[Sarcastically]  

Income and expenditure. Bought and sold. Profit and loss. He listens and grumbles. Never praises. Not one good word for poor, hard working Georg.

GEORG.- He sometimes does compliment me.

FRIEDA.- You said he never did.

GEORG.- He doesn't exactly shout my praises from the roof-tops. But there is approval in his eyes, even when he whines at me... Anyway, I imagine so... Sometimes...

FRIEDA.- You get on with your report, then. I'll go home. Good night.
GEORG.- You can stay a little longer.

FRIEDA.- And your father?

GEORG.-  He will just have to... to wait.

FRIEDA.- Must you report to him tonight?

GEORG.- Absolutely.

FRIEDA.- You said he 'wandered in a strange world of his own'? Can he speak to you? Sensibly? Can you talk to him? Do you exist in his world?

GEORG.- Always. I am always there. In all his worlds. I have become his existence.

FRIEDA.- I still can't see why someone so desperately ill should care two hoots about your office.

GEORG.- It's his office more than mine. He founded the firm. He built it up from a single wheelbarrow. His office is his life. He has always been a brilliant businessman.

FRIEDA.- You told me he a was once close to bankruptcy.

GEORG.- It wasn't his fault. An international crisis was raging at the time. In the button trade.

FRIEDA.- [Laughs] 

What trade?

GEORG.- [Laughs with FRIEDA] 

He used to be the biggest importer of buttons in Prague.

FRIEDA.- Really?

GEORG.- Half my childhood was coloured by beautiful buttons. My father used to bring his samples and price-lists home with him. He would spend the whole evening poring over those gem-like fascinating objects, making up his orders, while I watched silently, in awe, jealous of his hands, as I was never allowed to touch the buttons.

FRIEDA.- [Giggles] 

You mean, buttons, like this one? 

[Indicates GEORG'S shirt button]
GEORG.- Yes, this could well be one of my father's own imported buttons. Since I joined the firm, we moved on to bigger things. But, in the early days, buttons were my father's big love. 'Aren't they beautiful? A delight? A joy?' he would say with such sweetness... such kindness. And then, in practically the same breath, he would shout at me to run along to my room, to do my homework, or go to bed. Everybody was so scared of him.

FRIEDA.- You, too, my poor little Georg.

GEORG.- Especially me. He terrorised me from the cradle. And I took this fear with me from home to work. When I joined the firm, he treated me like an office boy, ordered me about as if I weren't his only child.

FRIEDA.- How different from my own father, who has always been so kind to me and my sisters. We still call him Popsy. Do you have a pet-name for your father?

GEORG.- Oh, yes... I mean, it isn't exactly a pet name.

FRIEDA.- What is it? ... Tell me... you can trust your little Frieda.

GEORG.- It's not really...

FRIEDA.- Go on. I want to know.

GEORG.- I used to call him... No, not actually call him; I never had the courage... I spoke it only in my innermost thoughts, afraid to meet his eyes, lest he should read my heart and discover that I had that... name for him... a Philistine name... Goliath.

FRIEDA.- 
[Barely able to repress her laughter] 

Goliath... That's good. I love it.

GEORG.- [With a smile] 

I thought it suited him.

FRIEDA.- [Laughs aloud] 

Goliath!... Shush, he mustn't hear us. He mustn't discover your secret.

GEORG.- I often wished that I were like the real David, in the Bible, and would 'smite him with a smooth stone from the river'. Instead, I trembled whenever he spoke to me, or I to him... Trembled... like a frightened rabbit. A thousand times a day, I wished him dead. And, yet, I loved him. No, not him; his strength, his muscular body, his booming voice, the irresistibility of his stare. I used to wish I were he and he I. Such thoughts drove me almost insane. In the office, my fear paralysed me; I made stupid mistakes. One day, I accidentally undercut the price of some buttons and my father just exploded. I was afraid he would collapse and die. That very day I made up my mind to leave.

FRIEDA.- The office?

GEORG.- The country. I never told you this before, but I was on the point of emigrating.

FRIEDA.- To America?

GEORG.- To Russia. St Petersburg. I wanted to join my friend and work in his business. He buys and sells furs.

FRIEDA.- Was it serious?

GEORG.- I even bought a railway ticket.

FRIEDA.- When was that?

GEORG.- Three years ago.

FRIEDA.- Just before we moved here from Vienna... My God! We would never have met.

GEORG.- Never.

FRIEDA.- That would have been tragic... for me. And you?

GEORG.- [Blandly] 

For me, too, of course.

FRIEDA.- You changed your mind.

GEORG.- [Gravely] 

It was changed for me. By my mother's illness. It came on so quickly. Almost from the start, she wasted away in front of our eyes. My father, my strong, harsh, unfeeling Goliath, was devastated. He would break down in tears in front of my mother, upsetting her. I hated him for this sudden, unexpected weakness. But I also admired his tender love for her, the depth of his despair. For the first time in his life, he neglected his work. He began to stay away from the office. At first for the odd afternoon or two and, then, for weeks on end. Finally, he stopped going to the office altogether. After mother died, he fell ill with her disease, as if it was a precious memento which he could not bear to lose. Meanwhile, in the office, the employees were at a loss. They had been used to obeying his orders blindly, and now there was no one to tell them what to do. They turned to me for guidance.

FRIEDA.- [Laughs joyfully] 

My little 'office boy'!

GEORG.- Your 'office boy' turned out to be a financial 'wizard'. Overnight.

FRIEDA.- I am overjoyed!

GEORG.- I began to gamble. I took risks. They paid off. The volume of business doubled.

FRIEDA.- Doubled!

GEORG.- And then - trebled!

FRIEDA.- Amazing.

GEORG.- I threw the buttons out of the window. Timber, it was going to be timber from now on. And furs. Like my friend in Russia. Now I can look at him without flinching... 

[Somewhat doubtfully] 

To all intents and purposes...

FRIEDA.- My hero...

GEORG.- Yes... Furs, like my friend in Russia.

FRIEDA.- When I first got here tonight, you were writing a letter. It was to your friend, wasn't it?

GEORG.- [Reluctantly] 

I am not denying it.

FRIEDA.- [Surprised] 

Why should you deny it?

GEORG.- I am not.

FRIEDA.- [Sweetly] 

What did you write to him?

GEORG.- Nothing in particular.

FRIEDA.- About your father's illness?

GEORG.- [Emphatically] 

No!

FRIEDA.- I thought you admired your father. Doesn't he ask after him?

GEORG.- Frequently. But I have decided against it.

FRIEDA.- [Surprised] 

Doesn't he know that your father is...

GEORG.- No. He doesn't.

FRIEDA.- Why?

GEORG.- There is a reason.

FRIEDA.- [Quietly, intently] 

Tell me... Please.

GEORG.- When we... lost mother... I sent a long letter to Russia. It was full of my pain and sorrow. My friend took a long time writing back. I thought the delay was because of his state of shock. My mother had shown him much kindness. Treated him like a second son. He used to spend so much time here, in this very room. But, then, when his letter finally came, I was bitterly disappointed.

FRIEDA.- In what way?

GEORG.- It's hard to explain.

FRIEDA.- Why? I want to know. Why is it 'hard to explain'?

GEORG.- [Sharply] 

Because you don't know my friend as well as I do! In fact, you don't know him at all!... 

[Sees that FRIEDA is hurt by his sudden sharpness, quietly] 

I am sorry. What upset me most was that his letter was in no way different from the scores of dry, formal letters of condolence we got from perfect strangers... It lacked warmth. I felt he wrote about mother as if he had never met her. I would have loved to have run up to my father and say, 'Look at the amazing letter I got from Russia!' But there was nothing to be proud of and I didn't even mention it. 

[Smiles wryly] 

It doesn't matter, really. Father's memory is failing fast. The other day he barked at me, angrily, 'What friend? What friend?!' As if I had no friend in St Petersburg.

FRIEDA.- But you do have.

GEORG.- [Emphatically] 

Of course I do. My best friend. The only person who understands the problems of my father. I miss him. I wish he would return to Prague.

FRIEDA.- [Excitedly] 

What a splendid idea! We could go out together. To the opera, the theatre. Do all the things we are missing now. I am dying to meet him.

GEORG.- You wouldn't be disappointed. His sense of humour is quite unique. His anecdotes are the funniest I have ever heard.

FRIEDA.- Really? Please tell me one.

GEORG.- That would be impossible.

FRIEDA.- Why? Can't you remember any?

GEORG.- One or two.

FRIEDA.- I remember every funny story my Popsy ever told me. Do you want to hear a couple?

GEORG.- [Impatiently] 

Not now.

FRIEDA.- But my Popsy is very...

GEORG.- I know nothing about your Popsy's sense of humour...

FRIEDA.- He is very good.

GEORG.- [Angrily] 

My friend is a genius story-teller. His intonations are priceless. Without them, the anecdotes just fall flat.

FRIEDA.- They can't be very funny, then,

GEORG.- I never said that. All I said was that the intonations were an integral part of their charm and wit.

FRIEDA.- [Unconvinced] 

I see...

GEORG.- If I were an actor, perhaps I could have given you a good imitation of him. But I am not an actor.

FRIEDA.- Alas... We could do with some amusement. I am tired of this dark, drab, depressing room, where we are imprisoned, entombed like Egyptian mummies, awaiting resurrection.

GEORG.- But my father...

FRIEDA.- [Ruefully] 

Yes, yes. It isn't your fault. I only said it would be nice to have your friend with us. He sounds very entertaining.

GEORG.- Yes, he should come back home, no doubt about that. Besides, his business in Russia is failing.

FRIEDA.- I thought you said he was a genius.

GEORG.- So he is. But at the moment there is a world crisis in the fur trade. Our own furs are not doing all that well. Luckily for us, timber is all right.

FRIEDA.- And he is only into furs...

GEORG.- Oh, yes. He likes to specialise. But he always lands on his feet. You'll see. Very clever man. If he does return to Prague, I shall offer him a partnership in the firm.

FRIEDA.- [Alarmed] 

Make him a partner?

GEORG.- That's the least I could do for him, should he ever need my help.

FRIEDA.- As a gift?

GEORG.- I think that's a great idea! We would make a superb team. Like two brothers, thinking as one, trusting one another.

FRIEDA.- Darling Georg, I am only a young woman who knows nothing about business. But wouldn't a partnership - as a gift - be a little over-generous?

GEORG.- Some mean people might say so.

FRIEDA.- [Hurt] 

Not only mean, I am sure. I am not mean, am I? 

[An ugly grimace twists her face. GEORG notices it, starts] Tell me I'm not mean. Tell me.

GEORG.- [In a tense whisper] 

You are not mean, Frieda.

FRIEDA.- [A sweet smile replaces the grimace] 

I never thought I was. Georg, I only have your interests at heart. I don't want you to fritter away your father's life work.

GEORG.- I have a share in the business, you know.

FRIEDA.- Of course, you have. But is it really yours? I am thinking of the future. Good education costs money, you know. Friendship is a luxury. Duty to one's own family is the essence of life.

GEORG.- Friendship is where duty and pleasure intersect.

FRIEDA.- How true. How kind. I couldn't agree more. But put yourself in your friend's shoes. There he is, back in Prague. He is making his way to your office. People recognise him and nudge one another. They are saying, 'Look, there goes that flop, back from America.'

GEORG.- Russia! St Petersburg is in Russia.

FRIEDA.- Of course it's in Russia! But that makes it look even worse. Who has ever heard of anyone in his right mind going to live in Russia, with all those revolutionaries tossing their bombs at the tsar and his ministers?

GEORG.- That's strange...

FRIEDA.- What is?

GEORG.- It's almost as if... you had... telepathic conversations with him.

FRIEDA.- [Intrigued] 

With your friend?

GEORG.- He once gave this very reason for not leaving Russia, even for a short holiday.

FRIEDA.- What reason?

GEORG.- The bombs. According to him, the political situation in Russia is so tense that travel abroad is 'out of the question'.

FRIEDA.- But Europe is teeming with rich Russian tourists.

GEORG.- Exactly.

FRIEDA.- Your friend sounds very eccentric.

GEORG.- But he most certainly is.

FRIEDA.- On the other hand, eccentricity can be a very endearing quality.

GEORG.- He hasn't always been like that. When we were young, I was considered to be the eccentric one.

FRIEDA.- You? Unbelievable.

GEORG.- And he, he was always described by our elders as 'level-headed, serious, responsible', even 'conventional'. Oh, yes. One day, we were walking by the river, discussing 'the sorry state of the world', when I shouted, 'I am going to ends it all'.

FRIEDA.- [Thrilled] 

Revolution.

GEORG.- Suicide.

FRIEDA.- Georg...

GEORG.- I was in one of my 'moods'.

FRIEDA.- [Echoes him, in a whisper] 

Moods...

GEORG.- I wanted to die in order to get rid of the pain of being alive.

FRIEDA.- [Echoes him, in a whisper] 

Pain...

GEORG.- The question of whether or not life had a purpose obsessed us both. I was younger then. I am more mature now.

FRIEDA.- I should hope so.

GEORG.- If my friend had not stopped me, physically as well as spiritually, I would have thrown myself into the river and drowned. The current is strong and treacherous by the old bridge, where we were standing at the time. I owe my life to him.

FRIEDA.- I owe your life to him.

GEORG.- He has always been loyal to me and I to him. You, too, will find him very lovable.

FRIEDA.- [Laughs] 

Yes, but where would I find him, and when?

GEORG.- I shall write to him again.

FRIEDA.- But no rash offers of partnership, please. Promise me. Kiss my nose and say, 'I promise'. 

[GEORG reluctantly kisses FRIEDA'S nose] 

I promise'.

GEORG.- I promise.

FRIEDA.- Why don't I write to your friend and ask him to visit us?

GEORG.- You?

FRIEDA.- A woman's touch, you know.

GEORG.- I'll consider it.

FRIEDA.- I already have. I'll do it tonight.

GEORG.- In the future. Not yet.

FRIEDA.- Tonight, Georg.

GEORG.- No.

FRIEDA.- Why not?

GEORG.- It's too soon.

FRIEDA.- Too soon for writing a letter?

GEORG.- Yes, too soon.

FRIEDA.- I insist.

GEORG.- Frieda, the fact is... er... that...

FRIEDA.- Are you trying to hide something from me?

GEORG.- There is nothing to hide.

FRIEDA.- Well, then?

GEORG.- It's just that...

FRIEDA.- What?

GEORG.- I... It's really too silly for words.

FRIEDA.- I don't care how silly it is. Tell me.

GEORG.- Well, the plain fact is that... I haven't come round to telling him about you.

FRIEDA.- [Incredulously] 

You are pulling my leg.

GEORG.- This is the truth.

FRIEDA.- [Hurt] 

My God! We have been engaged now for almost a year and your best friend has no... Why, Georg? Why? Can you explain it to me?

GEORG.- My friend is very lonely in Russia.

FRIEDA.- [Sarcastically] 

The friendless friend... 

GEORG.- He is a bachelor who keeps himself to himself. A recluse, in fact.

FRIEDA.- How long has he been in Russia?

GEORG.- Four or five years.

FRIEDA.- And he has nobody at all? In all this time he hasn't found anybody? Not even a little sweetheart to keep him warm in the night?

GEORG.- Nobody at all. In the circumstances, it's very hard for me to tell him how happy I am.

FRIEDA.- Oh, Georg, how considerate of you. Are you really happy with me?

GEORG.- I have in my arms the softest, most exciting woman in the world, while he...

FRIEDA.- In the world?

GEORG.- All right, then... in Prague... while he freezes lonely in the snows of the North.

FRIEDA.- I love you so, Georg. God has blessed me with you and your generosity of heart. I shouldn't press you about your friend. It's none of my business. But you must invite him to our wedding, once we have named the day. Don't you think?

GEORG.- He wouldn't accept the invitation. Even if he were still in Prague, he would have stayed away.

FRIEDA.- Why?... There must be reason. You are teasing me again.

GEORG.- I am not.

FRIEDA.- Tell me, then... 

GEORG.- I'd rather I didn't.

FRIEDA.- I must insist. Tell me, Georg.

GEORG.- One day my friend did something unusual for him: he sat down to write a story.

FRIEDA.- One of his anecdotes.

GEORG.- No. A serious story. He left the manuscript with me. 

[Takes what looks like an old child's school exercise book from the shelf, opens it] 
He called it 'The Girl'. 
FRIEDA.- Let me see. 
[GEORG hands FRIEDA the book. She reads] 
'The Girl, a story by...' 
[To GEORG] 
There is no name here.

GEORG.- He insisted on anonymity.

FRIEDA.- [Reads]  
'She was a simple, rather plain country-girl he met during a summer holiday in the mountains. She liked to walk with him in the evening. He would sometimes hold her hand as they followed the winding stream. One day, swept by a sudden surge of desire, he stopped her and pulled her to him. Her body yielded almost at once. He threw her down on the grass and took her brutally and breathlessly as she lay there, almost unconscious with fear...' 

[Carried away by the story, Whispers passionately]  Unconscious... 
[Reads] 
'Later, he carried water from the river in his cupped hands to revive her. He called her name softly, again and again, bending over her. He was willing to accept responsibility for his crime, but, as he looked down at the girl, who was now breathing normally, but whose eyes were still shut, because of her embarrassment, he realised that she wouldn't tell anyone about the terrible deed he had just done her. He walked her home. She entered the house without a word, leaving him standing in the dark country lane. He felt deserted. By her. But, mostly, by himself.' 

[Pause]  

Is this the end of the story?

GEORG.- It's shameful.

FRIEDA.- It's beautiful. A work of art. Your friend shouldn't be wasting his time selling buttons in Russia...

GEORG.- He doesn't sell buttons!

FRIEDA.- He should write more stories. Send his work to magazines and publishers.

GEORG.- You don't understand, Frieda...

FRIEDA.- He is very talented. You must tell him I said his story should be printed.

GEORG.- It isn't a story, Frieda. It really happened to him!
FRIEDA.- [Intrigued and impressed] 

Really? When?

GEORG.- [Impatiently] 

What does it matter when?! One summer. One dreadful summer.

FRIEDA.- Your friend was very brave, to put it down on paper.

GEORG.- He was a coward. He should have confessed. Openly. He should have gone to the police. To prison. It was a terrible crime.

FRIEDA.- [Sarcastically] 

To prison? And disgraced the poor girl who was probably in love with him all along?

GEORG.- No. she wasn't!

FRIEDA.- How do you know? 
[Looks at the book]  
This is your handwriting!

GEORG.- Of course it is. My friend dictated the story to me. And she was not in love with him.

FRIEDA.-  The ways of women are a mystery to most men. 
[Goes to the mirror]
Look what you have done to my hair.

GEORG.- He is still eating his heart out over it.

FRIEDA.- [Nonchalantly, as she does her hair] 

Rubbish. He must have got over it by now.

GEORG.- No, he hasn't. That is why he can never come to terms with our own happiness. 
[Goes down on his knees on the carpet, close to tears. FRIEDA is still in front of the mirror, her back turned to GEORG. Lightly]
FRIEDA.- Georg, darling, do you still love me? I mean, do you have any doubts about our future together?

GEORG.- [To himself] 

Should I marry her, yes or no? Yes, because love will give my existence more strength. No, because I shall never be really alive again. Yes, because... No, because... Yes, no. No, yes.

FRIEDA.- Any doubts at all?

GEORG.- None whatsoever.

FRIEDA.- What are you going to report to your father tonight?

GEORG.- The quarterly trial budget. 
[FRIEDA laughs. GEORG joins in] 

It isn't funny, really.

FRIEDA.- [Approaches GEORG] 

When I shall be in my death bed I won't give a toss for money. Would you?

GEORG.- My father is a law unto himself. I'll tell you a secret about him, if you promise me not to...

FRIEDA.- Cross my heart.

GEORG.- My father had a large pocket sewn on each of his nightshirts.

FRIEDA.- For his handkerchief.

GEORG.- No. A really large pocket, for the keys of the office safe and his wallet.

FRIEDA.- [Laughs] 

His wallet... I can't believe it.

GEORG.- It's the truth. I shall say to him, 'Good evening, father... How are you this evening? Has the nurse given you a nice dinner?... Here are the accounts. You will observe that profits are up.'

FRIEDA.- Are they, really?

GEORG.- By over twenty percent. 'And the bank loan is almost paid up.'

FRIEDA.- My financial genius!

GEORG.- He will say... 
[Tongue in cheek, in a deep, gruff voice] 

...'It's all thanks to my buttons. I used to be the most important importer of buttons in Prague.'

FRIEDA.- And you will say to him, 'But of course, father. Your buttons fascinated me when I was a child. And you screamed at me.'

GEORG.- [Alarmed] 

I couldn't say that. It would upset him too much.

FRIEDA.- Of course you could.

GEORG.- No! In his condition, I have to agree with him. I shall say, 'Of course it's all thanks to your buttons. As one member of our staff noted, 'The big boss sowed the seed and we are now eating the ripe fruit.'' That's what I shall tell him.

FRIEDA.- [Seductively] 

Ripe fruit and profit. He will be pleased.

GEORG.- [Seriously] 

No, he won't. He will snap at me.

FRIEDA.- Why?

GEORG.- [In a gruff voice] 

'Who said that? Who? Tell me who!'

FRIEDA.- Yes, who was it?

GEORG.- 'The old accountant, father...' 
[Buries his head in hands]
FRIEDA.- Georg... Georg.

GEORG.- [Whines] 

He will fly into a rage. 'I told you to give the boot to the old sod, Georg, didn't I?!'

FRIEDA.- Did he?

GEORG.- [In a soft, weak voice, deferentially] 

'I know you, did, father. But I couldn't bring myself to sack him.'

FRIEDA.- [Playfully, in a gruff voice] 

'Of course you can. The boot! The boot! Kick him out!'

GEORG.- No, please...

FRIEDA.- [Lies on her back, kicks her feet in the air, revealing her bloomers] 

'Out with the old accountant! Bounce him overboard! Send him packing! Out! Out! Out!'

GEORG.- Stop! 
FRIEDA.- [Gently, quietly] 

Georg, boot him out. darling. It's so easy.

GEORG.- 'He is so lonely. without his job, he would die.'

FRIEDA.- [In a gruff voice] 

'How good is he?'

GEORG.- 'He is good and kind and still loyal to you, father.'

FRIEDA.- [In a gruff voice] 

'Good at his job, stupid.'
GEORG.- 'I must admit, father, that, lately, he has been making silly little mistakes.'

FRIEDA.- [In a gruff voice] 

'What mistakes?'

GEORG.- 'Insignificant. Adding instead of subtracting. Forgetting a decimal point here and there. Nothing serious. Please, father, don't judge him harshly.'

FRIEDA.- [In a gruff voice, hand raised] 

'My verdict is: Kick him out!' 
[GEORG collapses on the floor] 

Pull yourself together, Georg. Stop acting like a child. [Playfully] 

Little Georg, time to grow up... Georg, you are the boss now.

GEORG.- I had no ambition to be a 'wizard'.

FRIEDA.- But you are just that, whether you like it or not. Be tough, Georg. It's your duty. Your father is probably right. The old accountant must go. First thing tomorrow.

GEORG.- Frieda, please help me.

FRIEDA.- Get rid of the old man.

GEORG.- What?

FRIEDA.- [Gently] 

Just boot him out.

GEORG.- Do you really think I should?
FRIEDA.- Yes.

GEORG.- How can you?... All right, then. I shall explain the situation to him. Gently. I'll get him to leave quietly. Poor man. But he will have a decent sum of money in his pocket. From now on, all our employees will have a good pension.

FRIEDA.- [Sweetly] 

Georg, my darling...

GEORG.- The best annuity in Prague
FRIEDA.- ... my soft-hearted sweetheart. You are so generous and I adore you for this kindness. But you often push charity to grotesque extremes. What would the old accountant do with his pension? Spend it on drink, I bet.

GEORG.- He is completely teetotal.

FRIEDA.- It's never too late to start drinking.

GEORG.- He has been with us for forty-one years.

FRIEDA.- That's a credit to your father. My Popsy had a man who worked for him for forty-five years, When it was time for him to go, he was presented with a gold watch and chain and he kissed Popsy's hand in gratitude. It was a very touching scene. Speak to your father about a gold watch and chain. It doesn't have to be very costly. You are not afraid to speak to your father about a watch and chain? [GEORG shakes his head] Well, then. you see how easy it is to solve problems when you discuss them with someone you can count on. Why not say to your father, 'Frieda, my fiancé has an idea...'

GEORG.- No!

FRIEDA.- Georg...

GEORG.- I don't like it.

FRIEDA.- I do. Just tell your father you had a brilliant idea...

GEORG.- No, I said 'No'! [Buries his face in his hands]
FRIEDA.- [Sweetly] 

Georg, what is it? Please tell your little Frieda.

GEORG.- [Raises his voice] 

I hate it when you call yourself 'little Frieda'!

FRIEDA.- [Makes for the door] I'm going home and this time I really mean it!

GEORG.- Please don't! 

FRIEDA.- I won't be shouted at!

GEORG.- Forgive me. 
[GEORG throws himself in front of FRIEDA, kisses the hem of her dress]
FRIEDA.- [Taken aback] 

Georg, I have never seen you so... upset. What is it?

GEORG.- It's so hard to explain.

FRIEDA.- Explain what?

GEORG.- [Barely audibly] 

That I... haven't told him...

FRIEDA.- Your father?

GEORG.- My father.

FRIEDA.- What haven't you told him?

GEORG.- About...

FRIEDA.- [Incredulously] 

Us?... Tell me. I want an answer!

GEORG.- Yes.

FRIEDA.- You mean, he doesn't know that we are... that we intend to...

GEORG.- He hasn't a clue.

FRIEDA.- [Shocked] 

You never told him? Why?

GEORG.- I couldn't bring myself to do it.

FRIEDA.- [Explodes angrily] 

Damn you! Damn you! You don't love me!

GEORG.- I do.

FRIEDA.- Shut up! You haven't the slightest intention of marrying me!

GEORG.- Yes, I have.

FRIEDA.- Liar! You have been leading me up the garden path!

GEORG.- No, I haven't.

FRIEDA.- You are going to jilt me, you animal!

GEORG.- That's not true, my love.

FRIEDA.- 'My love'! How dare you call me your 'love'!

GEORG.- Because I... I do love you.

FRIEDA.- Then why didn't you tell your father about this 'love'? Doesn't he have a right to know. Even a duty? Why? My Popsy knows.

GEORG.- Your bloody Popsy is not a Goliath!

FRIEDA.- Of course he isn't. [Weeps]
GEORG.- [Softly] 

Please don't cry. Please try to understand me. Had I told my father, he would have laughed in my face. He always mocks me. Even when I speak to him about my friend. He once said to me, 'Who would want to be friends with an office boy, with someone who can't even look after a small consignment of buttons...' 
[Excitedly] 

He can't forget those damn buttons!

FRIEDA.- That you undercut. I know the story.

GEORG.- Ordinary, plain, small, white buttons. The cheapest. Under two hundred dozen. Our loss was less than five percent. But when he found me out, he just exploded. Can you imagine what he would say if he discovered that... that behind his back, I decided to... We got... I proposed to someone he barely knew... The daughter of a... a foreigner.

FRIEDA.- Popsy is not a foreigner.

GEORG.- He wasn't born in Prague, or in Bohemia, was he? My father might not approve of it.

FRIEDA.- That is terrible.

GEORG.- My father is prejudiced. If I told him, he might have exploded. His temper is diabolical. I was once on the verge of emigrating because of his tantrums.

FRIEDA.- You've told me.

GEORG.- To Russia. I wanted to be with my friend. Free, free of his tyranny. Do you know that he has completely forgotten my friend? I try to reason with him:  'Surely you remember my best friend, who used to come here so often? Who had countless dinners with us.  Whom you treated as a second son... 
[Angrily] 

Sometimes as a first son! Yes, better than me! You did!' He laughs at me, tells me to stop lying to him. You can imagine how he would react if I told him I suddenly got engaged.

FRIEDA.- Suddenly?! You asked me ten months ago.

GEORG.- Sudden from his point of view. He would explode. He would put a curse on me. He would say to me, 'You are unfit to marry a woman, you rapist!' 
[FRIEDA starts] 

Yes, he accuses me of dreadful crimes. He says that love does not exist any more. That it has become polluted. I argue with him, 'But you have loved mother, so tenderly, so absolutely...' Do you know what he says to that? 'That was in the Golden Age..' The Golden Age...

FRIEDA.- Perhaps I should tell him.

GEORG.- No. You can't go into his room. He doesn't want anyone to see him in his present state, naked in a nightshirt that is now too big for his shrunken body. Do you know that I can lift him up, like this... like a child. Wasted, wasted away.

FRIEDA.- One of us must do it.

GEORG.- I shall. It's my duty. Just give me time. 
[Sneeringly] 

He is the sort of man you would have been happy with. Not overgenerous. Strong, not weak. With a pocket on his nightshirt.

FRIEDA.- [Ignores the slight, sweetly] 

But my darling Georg, you, too, are strong. Your 'weakness' is only the love... the duty... you feel for a dying parent. I still believe that the real Georg is strong. I could never love a weakling.

GEORG.- Whenever he speaks to me, or just looks at me with his narrow, rat's eyes, I tremble.

FRIEDA.- You told me you could look in his eyes without flinching.

GEORG.- I meant, occasionally. But most of time he is like a judge or executioner, with a sword in his hand, eager to punish me for some minor, trivial offence, like getting engaged and wanting a family of my own.

FRIEDA.- Georg, now is the time to forget the past and think of the future. Our future. You have a duty to yourself. And to me, too. You mustn't forget little me. And to our children. You do want us to have children, don't you? After we are married. They are the future, not your old, dying father. He is only the past and the past is dead. I want you to go into his room and prove your worth. Tell him about us... Well?

GEORG.- I'll tell him next Friday. We won't have the quarterly trial budget then.

FRIEDA.- Now, Georg, now.

GEORG.- That would be very, very tricky. In fact, impossible. The quarterly accounts must come first. 

FRIEDA.- Damn the quarterly accounts!
   [The next two speeches are spoken together]
GEORG.- It's easy for you to say... you don't have to deal with him day after day... But I... Every Friday he mocks me... Accuses me of incompetence...

FRIEDA.- I have known you now for over a year. I have tried to understand you, to love you... Quiet! Listen to me! 
[GEORG falls silent] 

I am only a simple girl, young and inexperienced. I am puzzled by this strange fear that consumes you from within and which, one day, could destroy both of us. 
[Severely] 

Georg, in this darkness one thing is clear; either you go into your father's room - now! - or I go... away... forever... Well. my darling Georg? My fate, our fate, is in your hands. What is it going to be?

GEORG.- [Indecisively] 

You are right, Frieda. This fear and trembling is mad. When I think about it calmly... as I am doing now... I can see how silly it is. A mirage... an hallucination. I am a successful business man, better than he has ever been. The firm is mine now. Why should I fear him? I respect him only for the love he bore my mother. I loved my mother.

FRIEDA.- [Tartly] 

Naturally.

GEORG.- You do understand.

FRIEDA.- Perfectly.

GEORG.- I shall tell him a thing or two, I promise you.

FRIEDA.- Good.

GEORG.- As soon as possible.

FRIEDA.- Tonight.

GEORG.- Yes. After you have gone home.

FRIEDA.- Do I embarrass you?

GEORG.- Never. 
FRIEDA.- What does then?

GEORG.- Just your presence here... tonight. I mean it would be easier for me to tell him off knowing you weren't glued to the keyhole... In a manner of speaking.

FRIEDA.- Me? Listening to your private conversations? What do you take me for?

GEORG.- Forgive me.

FRIEDA.- Can't you see, Georg, that my being here will only give you strength, the support a man deserves from a loyal, faithful woman... I shall wait for you, patiently. 

[Kisses GEORG on the lips] 

Nice? 

[Kisses him again. A long, lingering kiss. GEORG does not react] 

This will give you courage, to face our enemy. Be brave. Say, 'I shall be brave.'

GEORG.- [Mechanically] 

I'll be brave.

FRIEDA.- 'I shall do anything for my Frieda. Even if it means... 

[Whispers]

...killing my old father.' 

[GEORG slowly turns his head to look sat FRIEDA] 

Say it.

GEORG.- [Mechanically] 

Anything for Frieda.

FRIEDA.- [Passionately] 

Oh, my darling, you are so brave, so ruthless. Bite my lips with cruel kisses until they bleed. Kiss my eyes... my breasts... I want you now... now. 

[FRIEDA lies on the carpet. GEORG joins her, pulls her dress up, speaks breathlessly] 

Oh, Georg, please stop. I can't... can't resist you. Oh, Georg, my love, my beautiful lover, take your Frieda... imagine I am that girl... in that beautiful story... by the river... in the mountains...

GEORG.- [Lies on top of FRIEDA who moans in ecstasy, as GEORG begins to remove her underwear. He stops suddenly, screams] No! 

[Jumps up, runs to the other side of the room, cringes in a corner] 

FRIEDA.- Georg!

GEORG.- [Panic stricken, whispers] 

Shush.

FRIEDA.- What's the matter?

GEORG.- Be quiet!

FRIEDA.- Why?

GEORG.- He was here. That's why!

FRIEDA.- Who?

GEORG.- Him. Goliath.

FRIEDA.- Your father?

GEORG.- Shut your trap! He could hear you.

FRIEDA.- But your father is in bed. Dying.

GEORG.- He was here all the same.

FRIEDA.- You said he was as weak as a newly born baby. That you could lift him up in your arms, like this.

GEORG.- I never said that.

FRIEDA.- Yes, you did.

GEORG.- When?

FRIEDA.- Tonight. And last night, you said, 'He can't do anything for himself.'

GEORG.- All the same, he saw us - fornicating.

FRIEDA.- Fornicating?! Georg, I am your fiancé!

GEORG.- But not my wife.

FRIEDA.- And whose fault is it? I would marry you tomorrow if only the living corpse next door kicked the bucket tonight.!

GEORG.- [Whispers, terrified] 

Frieda, Shut your filthy mouth...

FRIEDA.- I'm sorry.

GEORG.- [Trembling with suppressed rage] 

If he heard you, he would flay me alive.

FRIEDA.- Don't threaten me, you spineless jelly-fish! Go to him now and tell him we are getting married right away, whether he is dead or alive, because we love one another to distraction! Because our bodies cannot wait any longer! Go on and do as I tell you! And if he doesn't like it, you have my permission to kill him. Go quickly, or I shall flay you alive!

GEORG.- Frieda, my darling...

FRIEDA.- Don't you 'darling' me, you wretched sissy. I shall spit in your face, maybe that would make you stand up to the skeleton. 

[Spits at GEORG] 

There. 

[Subsides] 

Will you go now? 

[GEORG makes for the door] 

Georg... leave the door open, will you?

GEORG.- If you wish.

FRIEDA.- Thank you.

[GEORG goes out, left. FRIEDA moves to the door, eavesdrops]

GEORG.- [Off] 

Good evening, father. How are you? Let's see what goodies I have for you. Ah, yes, the quarterly accounts. They will please you no end, father.

FRIEDA.- [In a loud whisper] 

Georg! Come here!

GEORG.- [Pops his head through the door] 

What is it?

FRIEDA.- Tell him about us!

GEORG.- Yes, yes, all right! I will! I will! 
[Exits. Off] 

Father, with your permission, I should like to raise two matters of crucial importance. The first is my friend. The one who now lives in Russia.

FRIEDA.- [Goes to table, writes, nervously] 
'Dear Distant Friend, you once saved my Georg from death in the river. Please save him again, this time from a far greater danger - the death of his soul. You know his father well, how ruthless he can be and how Georg fears him. He calls him Goliath. I swore I wouldn't tell it to anybody, but you aren't just anybody to him, or to me. I feel I have known you for years.  His father's memory is fast fading away. Now he can't remember even you. And he knows nothing about me. Georg is too scared to tell him. And he refuses to tell you, either, because of your guilt... over that girl that you... loved by the stream in the mountains. But it's only a beautiful story, too true to be real. And even if it were real, you are too strong to worry about a spot of guilt.'

GEORG.- [Enters, in great agitation] 

Frieda, he is playing games with me! He said, 'Your so called friend doesn't exist.'  I said to him, 'Surely you remember a broad-shouldered, bearded young man, who used to call on us almost every day?'
[In a high-pitched voice] 

'Ah, yes, I remember now. I liked him. I wish he were my son, in your place.' Frieda, how could he just lie there and cast me off like an old rag, like the old accountant, after all the years of loyalty, of love? How could he? 
[GEORG trembles in fury and frustration. FRIEDA grabs GEORG by the shoulders, shakes him angrily]
FRIEDA.-   Have you told him about us?

GEORG.- [Confusedly] 

Us?

FRIEDA.- Yes, us. Me!

GEORG.- [Reacts as if he heard his father speaking the bedroom] 

Have you heard that? 
[Runs to the door, left, addresses his father] 

Who told you I called you Goliath?! Was it my fiancé?

FRIEDA.- I didn't tell anyone. I was discreet!

GEORG.- [Exits to the bedroom] 

No, father, I meant... I am not really absolutely engaged.

FRIEDA.- Beast!

GEORG.- It's just an idea at the moment. I am in two minds about it.

FRIEDA.- [Tries to enter the room, left] 

It's a lie! I am his fiancé! We are engaged!

GEORG.- No, Don't! 
[Pulls FRIEDA away from the door]. 

FRIEDA.- [Struggles with GEORG and hits him with her fists]  
I hate you! I hate you!

GEORG.- [Trying to address his father, as he grapples with FRIEDA] Almost in three minds! No! My friend has nothing to do with it! You mustn't write to him! I forbid it! 
[GEORG pushes FRIEDA onto the floor and rushes into his father's bedroom]
FRIEDA.- Oh, my God... The girl! It wasn't a story. It really happened. But not to his friend; Georg committed that crime. He abused the poor girl and now he doesn't want his friend to return to Prague and tell me the truth. 
[Rushes to the table, writes] 
Whenever I come to see him, he tries to seduce me, to raise my skirt. He is weak with his father, but rough and obscene with me. Oh, distant friend, I need you, I want you. I... love you. Yours ever, Frieda. 

GEORG.- [Off]  You have no right! I am innocent! All I want is to be a father, like you... No!
FRIEDA.- [Cringes in a corner]  
He is going to attack me. 
[Pause. GEORG staggers in, falls on the floor and writhes, as if going through a seizure]  
Don't hurt me, please. 
[GEORG subsides. Pause. Weakly]  
Please don't.

GEORG.- [Equally weakly]  
I don't want to hurt you.

FRIEDA.- Yes, you do. Ever since we first met, you have wanted to molest me, to take advantage of my innocence and debauch me. Can you deny it?

GEORG.- No, I can't deny. I am guilty. My father's judgement was fair and honest, even merciful.

FRIEDA.- What judgement?

GEORG.- The verdict is guilty. The punishment - death.

FRIEDA.- Your father has sentenced you to death?

GEORG.- He said, 'You will be taken to a place of execution, where a blindfold will be tied over your eyes and you will be pushed into the river to drown like a rat.'

FRIEDA.- [Rises, moves away from GEORG in horror]  
The bridge... this time you will die.

GEORG.- It's my father's will. I can't resist his staring eyes, his authority. He wants me dead because I coveted his buttons when I was little... because I love you now... because I dream of happiness. He hissed at me, 'You don't love her. All you want is to bury your lust inside her body. And she, she isn't much better than you. She enjoys lifting up her skirts, like this...' and he pulled his nightshirt up over his head revealing his disgusting, oversized nakedness. 'You have betrayed your mother's chaste memory. And your friend, too, whom I loved like a son, better than you! And you betrayed me, your father, when you threw me into a darkened room and pushed me into a stinking bed, to clear your coast and fornicate with a whore you call 'fiancé', 'future wife'. For these crimes, for these frauds and false pretences, you must die...' My friend... If only he were here now... to save me.

FRIEDA.- What friend? I don't believe you have a friend at all. You have invented him, as an excuse for killing our love. You have nobody, because no one would ever befriend an insect.

GEORG.- I do have a friend. In St Petersburg. He is a corn merchant.

FRIEDA.- You told me furs.

GEORG.- That's right, furs and corn, too. My best friend.

FRIEDA.- Even if he does exist...

GEORG.- He does, he does.

FRIEDA.- He wouldn't stay your friend for long, because I would tell him the truth. About that girl by the 'winding stream'. Disgusting.

GEORG.- You said it was beautiful.

FRIEDA.- Ugly! Ugly and disgusting.

GEORG.- Frieda, please. I beg of you. You are my court of last appeal. Don't side with my father. Please don't... Hold my hand and give me courage.

[GEORG holds his hand out to FRIEDA, she moves back to avoid it]
FRIEDA.- No, Georg. All the doors are shut. Your world of guilt and despair is nothing to do with me and I refuse to take the blame for it. I reject it. And I reject you. Yes. I am going away. And yet, only a few hours ago you filled my life so fully, no room was left for myself. You were my food, my sleep, my thoughts. You were me. My dearest wish was to penetrate your soul where I dreamt I would find peace and happiness. And love. But there never was love for me in your soul. All these months together you fretted, 'How can I get rid of this woman? How can I end my endless 'pain'?' You knew the answer all along: death. Without guilt. For your father is God, isn't he? And Gods are never guilty. You told me, and I believed you, that you wanted my hand in marriage. Lies! You should have said, 'in death'. You want me to drown with you, to end my 'pain' with yours. You are selfish and cruel beyond words. You deserve your father's judgement. I concur. The 'court of last appeal' rejects your petition. You die alone, Georg. Alone. Go to your bridge and drown. Alone. My hands are clean and my eyes will kiss other lips. 
[FRIEDA goes out, right]
GEORG.- How I feared this moment. But now, that she is gone and I am on my way out, all I feel is happiness. 
[Rises]. 
The early morning mist is rising over the city. Soon, a bright autumn day will begin, but I shall be elsewhere. Here, on the bridge, the breeze is so fresh, like the breath of life. The world looks so clean after the midnight rain. The houses, the trees, even the cobblestones. And there is hardly any traffic. All is quiet. Only the current under the bridge breaks the deep silence. What ideal music, place and time for an execution.

[GEORG ties a blindfold over his eyes. He raises his arms, as if preparing to dive into the water, but freezes as FRIEDA is heard laughing, off]
FRIEDA.- Georg... It's your turn to chase me now. Where am I? Catch me, if you can...

GEORG.- Should I marry her... yes or no?

end
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