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Editor’s Note 

 

Welcome to the Spring 2021 issue of The Mercurian! The global pandemic and calls for racial justice 
have made this a difficult year on many different levels. The year’s challenges underscore how 
imperative cultural understanding, whether within national boundaries or between them, is to the 
creation of equitable relationships. Theatrical translation has a role to play in that process, and I hope 
the four plays and one book review in this issue help us move toward that goal. 

We begin with Michael Overstreet’s translation of Algerian playwright Amira-Géhanne Khalfallah’s 
play Woven. As Overstreet describes in his introduction, Woven investigates traditional gender roles by 
weaving together the thematic threads of death and marriage while criticizing them by means of a 
strange, oneiric dramaturgical approach that leads us to question the nature of the characters, their 
traditions, and their context. 

Woven is followed by Željko Maksimović’s translation of Serbian playwright Filip Grujić’s play eben 
byers jaw. The Mercurian published Maksimović’s co-translation, with Cory Tammler, of Bosnian 
playwright Tanja Sljivar’s play We Are The Ones Our Parents Warned Us About in Vol. 7, No. 2 (Fall 
2018). eben byers jaw deals with events surrounding the “Radium Girls,” young women who got 
radiation poisoning from painting watch dials with self-luminous paint at factories in New Jersey, 
Illinois, and Connecticut between 1917-1926. Their story has been told in books and a Netflix film in 
the U.S. Grujić takes this piece of U.S. history and renders it in his own particular style employing 
prose poem monologues, pop culture, and movement. 

eben byers jaw is followed by Fiona Bell’s translation of Russian playwright Olga Ezhova’s play Sisters. 
In Sisters Ezhova satirizes members of RadFem, a Russian radical feminist group, as she questions 
what might and might not diminish the strength of the broader feminist movement. As Bell describes 
in her introduction, in the process Ezhova creates her own personal lexicon combining aspects of 
Russian, Sanskrit, and Japanese posing a translation challenge for Bell that she meets well. 

Phyllis Zatlin’s translation of the Spanish playwrights Amaranta Osorio and Itziar Pascual’s play Little 
Girl My Little Girl rounds out the plays in this issue. Long time readers of The Mercurian will be familiar 
with Zatlin’s translation of French and Spanish playwrights including Jean Bouchard’s Is That How It 
Was?, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Spring 2007); Carlos Semprun-Maura’s Brandy Blues, Vol. 2, No. 3 (Spring 2009); 
Francisco Nieva’s It’s Not True, Vol. 3, No. 3 (Spring 2011); and Antonio Muñoz de Mesa’s Policy, Vol. 
5, No. 3 (Spring 2015). Here Zatlin’s translation gives us a play that juxtaposes the creation of art in 
the Terezin Concentration Camp between 1942-1945 against the tribulations of a young contemporary 
French entomologist. Both are transformed by the light of fireflies. 

The issue concludes with Beverly Curran’s review of Aragorn Quinn’s book, Performing the Politics of 
Translation in Modern Japan. As Curran explicates for us, Quinn’s book explores how the translation of 
imported terms like “liberty” and “revolution” has shaped the history of Japanese politics and 
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performance. 

Back issues of The Mercurian can be found at: https://the-mercurian.com/.  

As the theatre is nothing without its audience, The Mercurian welcomes your comments, questions, 
complaints, and critiques. Deadline for submissions for consideration for Volume 8, No. 3 Fall 2021 
will be September 15, 2021. 

 

—Adam Versényi 
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Woven 
By Amira-Géhanne Khalfallah 
Translated by Michael Overstreet 

I had the pleasure of working with Algerian author, dramaturg, and journalist Amira-Géhanne 
Khalfallah while at the University of Iowa’s Translation Workshop; she was a resident in the 2019 
International Writers Program. We met each other the very first night of her residency and had coffee 
not a week later to discuss my translation of her play Les Draps (2015, La Marelle), a piece that has 
been mise en scène in France as well as Morocco.  

Les Draps, or Woven, is a tragic farce in nine acts that illustrates the story of the historic oppression of 
women in Algerian culture. The atmosphere is bursting at the seams with strange, oneiric moments; 
anachronisms are present throughout, an intentional blurring of a modern family with that of 
traditional, centuries-old gender roles. This critical analysis is hidden, though, deftly tucked behind a 
wry, disabused, and comedic dialogue. The plot focuses primarily on a mother and daughter, Malika 
and Habiba, who are grieving for Malika’s late mother while simultaneously trying to plan for the 
arranged marriage of Habiba; the themes of death and marriage are entangled throughout (in 
traditional Algerian culture women are wrapped in a hand-woven white sheet upon birth, marriage, 
and death). The audience receives little information about the setting, which is clearly one of the 
intentions of the play—to be in a state of timeless limbo, where women are right where they have 
been subjugated to for as long as anyone can remember—at the natal, marital, funerary loom; the 
localization of indoctrinated, gendered, subaltern industry.  

The play’s feminist bent is first seen in the taut relationship between Malika and her daughter—taut, 
because Habiba appears to be cursed with an incessant, mad laugh, as though she is always on the 
point of breaking. While Habiba jokingly complains of her fingers hurting from “the needle’s bite,” 
Malika, instead of showing sympathy, only asks her daughter if she has finished weaving her sheets, 
prompting her to get out of her sight (and earshot). The chasm between mother and daughter is a 
striking and prominent aspect of the play that is often elaborated in the stage directions, moments 
where Khalfallah clearly displays her talent for literary prose. These lapidary transitions are some of 
the richest parts of the play, à la Marguerite Duras.  

Habiba shares her moments at the loom with her stepsister, Leila, who is also at work on her own 
bridal sheets. These scenes of intimate sorority and commiseration are both heartful and tragic, which 
contrasts well with the ubiquitous humor of the play; comedy, here, could be seen as a Cixousian 
method of subversion, an emotive deconstruction of women’s subalternity.  

As Habiba weaves, Malika meets with the mother of her daughter’s betrothed, Aïcha, in the cemetery 
next-door in order to ask for her late-mother’s blessing. When Aïcha and Malika begin to argue about 
what the dowry should be for an incessantly laughing daughter, they are suddenly transported into a 
courtroom where we encounter the one man of the play, The Judge.  

On trial for arguing in a cemetery, The Judge sentences them to prison, to which the two women only 
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laugh—what would this change in their lives? The two women then begin cooperating against their 
common foe. The Judge is bitten by a spider, a bite much like that of a needle, which paralyzes him, 
forcing him to finally listen. The last act of the play weaves together the scene of the two women and 
The Judge with that of Habiba and Leila, drawing thread between a spider’s delicate web and that of 
a woman’s ceremonial sheet. The play ends with a spotlight on Habiba at her loom, strumming the 
threads as if it were a harp.  

When it came to translating Les draps, the title was the first obstacle to hurdle. Due to the unpleasant 
sonic quality of the word “sheets,” the author and I exchanged ideas about the English title for 
months. Woven presents an admittedly significant embellishment from the original, however, the 
author and I found that this addition only served to expand the allegorical capacity of the text. 
Spotlighting the act of “weaving” in the title, I chose to translate the word draps sometimes as 
“weaving” and other times as “loom” in an effort to use multiple points of closeness to contour the 
original. 

The most difficult aspect of this play to translate was undoubtedly the tone. The author sticks to a 
colloquial, spoken-word French in the original. French, to begin with, tends to be a more condensed 
and laconic language. It was up to me to interpret whether the author was trying to be especially 
minimalist or simply leaning towards a casual and vernacular dialogue. In an effort to render the 
candid, conversational exchanges into English, I frequently added small fillers to help its auditory 
ingestion. My colleagues and I found adding English padding to be necessary in translating this already 
bizarre and stilted atmosphere into another language. For example, when Habiba promises her mother 
that she’ll stop laughing, in the original Malika replies, “Comment te croire?” I choose to expand this 
into the much more unwieldy, “And why should I possibly believe you?” In effect, the voice of Malika 
in particular proved to be troublesome to pin down. Floating between the more rigid speech of a 
superior, and other times speaking to Habiba as though she were a peer, her odd, vacillating register 
of speech indeed asks a question through its ambivalent identity. How does an artist represent a voice 
that is timeless and unmoored to begin with? That is to say, how can literary art recreate the sensation 
of being stuck, arrested, in history, the years clearly having moved forward, but the Feminine having 
remained subaltern and entangled in the wefts of patriarchal custom?  

In addition to workshopping my translation in the University of Iowa’s International Translation 
Workshop, rehearsing for a reading with Khalfallah as well as Mexican playwright, director, and actress 
Gabriela Román was indispensable to my process of translation—hearing the dialogue come to life 
was akin to spraying suds on a leaking tire.  
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Amira-Géhanne Khalfallah is an Algerian playwright, novelist, filmmaker, and journalist with a 
degree in cell and molecular biology. Her first novel, Le Naufrage de la lune (2018, Barzakh), recounts a 
fictional narrative of an important but forgotten moment in Algeria’s history, when it was accosted by 
the navy of Louis XIV on July 22nd 1664; it is currently being translated into English. She is based out 
of Casablanca. 

Michael Overstreet is a Nebraskan literary translator, teacher, and poet working out of Iowa City. 
He has a masters from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln in French Literature and is currently 
finishing a joint degree program in literary translation and French studies (MFA/PhD) at the 
University of Iowa. He has spent several years in France teaching English. His most recent publication 
can be found at the LA Review of Books.  
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Woven 

A tragic farce 

by Amira-Géhanne Khalfallah 

Translated by Michael Overstreet 

Characters: 

HABIBA 

MALIKA, the mother of Habiba 

LEILA, the adopted daughter of Malika 

AÏCHA, the mother of the groom 

THE JUDGE 

 

—I— 

Malika is alone on stage dressed all in black. In her hands is a vase that she carries to the table in the middle of the 
room. Immediately upon setting it down she picks it back up and carries it to the windowsill in the corner, sets it down, 
then carries it back to the table, then to a different window… Each time she sets the vase down, a loud laugh rankles 
her, causing her to reposition it. A sort of choreography evolves in Malika’s frenzied movements, a dance set to a woman’s 
laugh — a loud, rich, incessant laugh coming from off-stage. 

Malika: Curse the day I brought you into this world… 

The laugh continues off-stage. 

Malika: that dark and moonless night…  

The laugh becomes more and more hysterical. 

Malika: Oh, that screech… I was so ashamed! 

The laugh continues. 

Malika: Shut up, you lunatic!  

The woman off-stage laughs even harder. A limpid and joyful laugh without a trace of sadness. A frenzied laugh.  
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Malika (even louder): Would you be quiet!! 

Habiba enters completely out of breath, choking on her laughter.  

Habiba: It’s… uncle…(laughs)…he fell, he’s hurt…!  

Malika: And that makes you laugh. Compassionate as always!  

Habiba (laughing): You have to admit that it’s… (laughs) … it’s … (laughs) 

Malika: … I don’t want to hear it. Stop laughing. Your father is almost here… 

Habiba (laughing): … and you’re going to tell him like you always do… 

Habiba and Malika (at the same time): … my daughter’s crazy, she’ll never get married, people make 
fun of …  

Habiba: … of you (she bursts out laughing) 

Malika: … of me  

Malika (running to the window): I told you to shut the window whenever you even THINK about 
opening your mouth! — the neighbors, my God. What will they say! (she shuts the window). 

The whole town has to know by now. I just can’t keep it hidden! That you laugh like a damn 
madwoman, and for no reason! Oh, but that's right, you don’t care. About anything. Not even my 
suffering!  

Habiba (laughing): … I do too!  

Malika looks at her, furious. 

Habiba (suppressing her laughter): Don’t get upset…I’ll stop, I promise…I will!  

Malika: So, how is your weaving coming along? Getting anywhere?  

Habiba: I’m almost done, as a matter of fact. And you?  

Malika: And me, what?  

Habiba: Have you gotten anywhere in your search? 

Malika: Yes, you could say that. It’s not easy though. You know as well as I…  

Habiba: They really are almost done.  



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 10 
 

Malika: Good, just keep your nose to the loom… It’s the only thing you should be concerned with 
right now.  

Habiba: How can you say that? It’s my marriage, after all!  

Malika: Finding you a husband is like finding a needle in a haystack! 

Habiba (laughing): Yeah, and speaking of needles — look at my fingers. 

Malika (without looking at her): Yes, yes, I know. It’s always your fingers!  

Habiba: Yes, my poor fingers always hurt. (She examines her fingers and laughs) And he still hasn’t come.  

Malika (sighs): You still don’t even know how to hold a needle… 

Habiba keeps studying her fingers. 

Habiba: Can I go out for a bit?  

Malika: No, you’re not leaving, I already told you. You’re not leaving the house ever again. You have 
no business being outside.  

Habiba: But it’s not fair.  

Malika: Do you think you’re fair to me? With your incessant laughing?  

Habiba: I swear, starting tomorrow, I’ll stop laughing! 

Malika: And why should I possibly believe you?  

Habiba (erupting with laughter): Because I’m sad!! 

Habiba leaves the room laughing. 

Malika: Stop dragging your feet when you walk, you lunatic!  

While her mother continues organizing, Habiba comes back with an armful of plates. The two women push the coffee 
tables together…This all happens very quickly, mother and daughter fully in sync, yet not sharing a single word. 

 

—II— 

Leila is at her loom. Her face can be seen through the threads. From time to time, she spreads them apart to speak. 
Half of her body is covered by the sheet she is weaving.  
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Habiba is seated, surrounded by the folds of white fabric. She takes the openwork section of the sheet and examines it, 
bringing it up to her face. Only her mouth is visible through one of the open gaps. In this scene, the two women continue 
to hide their faces, each in her own way.  

Habiba: I don’t see anything anymore. He must be so far away.  

Leila continues to weave.  

Habiba: Oh, it’s wonderful! 

Leila: What? 

Habiba: What I can see.  

Leila: And are you going to tell me what that is?  

Habiba: It’s him. 

Leila: Who? 

Habiba: … my future, my husband… 

Leila: Well, who is he? Do you know him? Have you seen him before? 

Habiba: Of course I don’t know him yet! But these beautiful sheets are for him, and all the hours 
I’ve spent nursing my needle-bitten fingers, too… So, when I’m here, under the sheet, all I see is him.  

Leila: And what does he look like?  

Habiba: He’s tall, very tall. I can’t see his head. Maybe he doesn’t have a head!!! But…wait, he has a 
limp!  

Leila: A limp? 

Habiba: Yes, that’s definitely what’s happening. He’s limping.  

Leila: You’re sure? But why? 

Habiba: How should I know, I don’t know him yet. 

Leila: You know, you’ve got really bad luck.  

Habiba: Why?  

Leila: A man with a limp? 
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Habiba: A man with a limp, a man without one, what’s the difference? 

Leila: Well, maybe you’re right. So, can you see anyone else?  

Habiba: His mother… she’s bringing me wonderful presents. 

Leila: Presents? What kind of presents? 

Habiba: Oh!!! …Oh no…No, no, no… 

Leila: What, what is it? Habiba? — tell me already! What are you seeing? 

Habiba: She tripped and fell… my poor presents! They’re all on the ground… You see! A woman 
without a limp, and she’s still the one who falls! 

Habiba breaks out in nervous laughter. 

Leila (gets up and pulls the sheet off her): Would you get out from under there and get to work? Look, you 
still have this whole section to block and trim.  

Habiba: But I’ve got to finish my story. 

Leila: Well. There you go, that’s that. Now get to work. 

Habiba: I can’t stop thinking about that man with the limp… 

Leila: Are you crazy? Why? 

Habiba: Why not? 

Leila: Why don’t you get back to work? 

Habiba: I’m waiting for him. He’s going to come back, and I have to be here. For him.  

Leila: You really think he’s going to come? 

Habiba: Of course I do, he’s just slow, because of his leg. 

Leila: Did you really see all those things under your sheet?  

Habiba: Of course I did. You just have to concentrate… So, do you believe me?  

Leila: About what? 

Habiba: About the man with the limp.  



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 13 
 

Leila: This is an omen! A very bad omen… 

Habiba: I’m waiting for him. He’ll come, you’ll see. I’m sure of it.  

Habiba gets out from under her sheet and throws it over Leila. 

Leila throws it back and covers Habiba again, as if playing a game, a silent game, set to the rhythm of Habiba’s laugh.  

 

—III— 

Malika is watching television, she sits close to the TV set. She appears very focused. 

Habiba enters and sits down next to her. 

Habiba: What are you watching? 

Malika: Shush! 

Habiba: I’ve never understood why you find the news so interesting. 

Malika: It’s how we learn what’s going on in the world! There are other places in the world, you 
know! And these people on TV, they go to these places, and have magical powers I don’t know a thing 
about.  

Habiba: And it’s not like you ever will, either! So don’t stress about it too much.  

Malika: Well if you’d let me concentrate, maybe I’d learn something! But they’re all very clever. They 
say it isn’t magic. They call it science so they don’t frighten anyone. It’s an important word, science, 
we need to learn it ourselves… 

Habiba: Why don’t they just call it what it is? 

Malika: People are afraid of magic, so they invent new words. 

Silence. 

Habiba: So, how’s the world doing? 

Malika: There are catastrophes everywhere. Ya latif! 

Habiba: Well then why are you watching! 

Malika: I told you — to know, to understand.  
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Habiba: Really, I think it’s so you have something to tell the neighbors, and to get the ladies from the 
next village flocking around you, too.  

Malika: They’re a bunch of illiterates! … they don’t understand a thing. They believe everything I tell 
them! 

Habiba: But you can’t read either… 

Malika: It’s not the same. I don’t know how to read, but I do understand everything they say on TV. 

Habiba (laughing): I can’t take this, it’s too sad. I don’t want to see this anymore. They’re not even 
speaking in our language. These men on TV only talk to each other and all we do is watch how their 
mouths move.  

Malika: Shush! My soap is starting! Keep it down. 

Habiba: Why doesn’t anyone speak our language? Why do we have to be different from everyone 
else? 

Malika: Because that’s the way it goes! We have enough trouble understanding each other as it is, but 
just imagine if there were more of us. They call us the mi-no-ri-ty. I don't know what that means, but 
I think it means that we’re the weak ones. So, it’s up to us to try and understand. 

And, at the same time, it’s nice to see all the pictures. 

Malika turns up the volume. 

Habiba: Why are you turning it up then?  

Malika: Could you please stop bothering me? When you’re not laughing, you’re asking questions. 

Habiba: I don’t like TV.  

Malika: That’s because you don’t understand anything. I told you to be quiet. Let me listen. 

Habiba: Listen to what?  

Malika doesn’t answer. 

Habiba: Wait a second — that woman, what’s gotten into her?  

Malika: Which one? 

Habiba: That one, in the white dress. 

Malika: Her husband died. The funeral just wrapped up.  
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Habiba: You’re sure? 

Malika: Yes.  

Habiba: But then why? … 

Malika: Why what? 

Habiba: Why…is she dancing? 

Malika: Why wouldn’t she dance? She’s finally free! She can dance, she can do whatever she wants. 
It’s about time, too! 

Habiba: Regardless, her daughter, off to the side, there (she points at the TV). She looks sad. 

Malika: That’s not her daughter, it’s her sister’s daughter. 

Habiba: She has a sister? 

Malika: Yes, everybody has a sister. Except you. 

Habiba: How come I don’t have a sister?  

Malika: Because you took my fertility.  

Habiba (laughing): Really? 

Malika: Yes, you and your father, you took all that was alive in me. 

Habiba: I do have a sister, though. Leila is my sister.  

Malika: I’ve told you time and again. Leila isn’t your real sister, she was found on our doorstep, 
wrapped in a white sheet, like a corpse. A beautiful, hand-woven sheet with a baby inside. No one 
knows how she got there. May God forgive her parents. 

Habiba: I don’t want to know where she’s from. I love her even if she isn’t my real sister.  

Malika: Now that she’s free, I wonder what she’s going to do…  

Habiba: Who? 

Malika: The woman in white. 

Habiba: What’s she saying? 

Malika: I don’t know — because I can’t hear a word!  
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Habiba: But look, she stopped. She doesn’t know what to do. She looks so lost! I think she wants to 
go back home with her daughter. 

Malika: I told you, that’s not her daughter. 

Habiba: But we can imagine it’s her daughter. 

Malika: And what else do you want to imagine in this fantasy of yours, while we’re at it? 

Habiba: That she can’t abandon her daughter, and that she doesn’t have a sister! 

Malika: I know her better than you do. I’m telling you, she has a sister, she doesn’t have a daughter, 
and she just buried her husband. I’ve been watching for a long time, long before the olive harvest. 
Now that she’s free, she’s going to end up leaving, I’m sure of it. 

Habiba: Well, I think… 

Malika: What do you think? 

Habiba: That she wants to stay with her family. She’s not going to be able to live alone. 

Malika: Ha! I think she’ll be very happy by herself. 

Habiba: What is she saying now? 

Voices can be heard coming from the TV. 

A woman is speaking, she says a single word in another language. 

Malika: She says she’s tired of putting up with it all. That she’d like to relax and go far, far away. She’s 
going to start a new life. She’s finally free!  

Habiba: She said all that?  

Malika: Yep, that’s what she said. 

Habiba: People don’t do everything they say, I think she’s going to stay, in the end. Nobody just up 
and leaves like that.  

Malika doesn’t answer. 

Silence. 

Habiba: Nothing’s happening now.  

Malika gets up and turns off the television. 
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Habiba: What did you go and do that for? 

Malika: I heard what I wanted to hear, I saw what I wanted to see, and the rest doesn’t interest me. 
And electricity is expensive, you know. We can’t let ourselves watch just anything, otherwise we won’t 
have electricity for tomorrow. Also, the guests won’t be long. Go work on your sheets. You know we 
can’t let them see you… Get out of sight and don’t let me hear another word out of you…  

Habiba gets up and leaves, dragging her sheet and her feet.  

Malika (shouting after Habiba): … or laugh! 

 

—IV— 

Malika is taking care of the last details for her reception. The large room is surrounded with coffee tables. They’re all 
covered with tablecloths and plates full of cakes. Habiba shows up on scene out of breath. 

Habiba: She’s here. 

Malika: Who? 

Habiba: Our guest… 

Malika: Well our doors are wide open. 

Habiba: But she might find out — about everything… 

Malika: I don’t understand. 

Habiba: She’s not one of the women we were waiting for. 

Malika: Can you please talk like a human being and not like a plucked hen?  

Habiba (in a nervous laugh): It’s…It’s really quite the disaster.  

Malika: I don’t have time to deal with your riddle! The real disaster is you and that laugh!  

Habiba: She’s here for my engagement! 

Malika: Oh my God! How can this be… 

Habiba: Don’t you remember? You told her to come today! 

Malika: Oh god, did I forget to cancel? … 
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Habiba: Well, she’s at the door, you have to do something! 

Malika (counting): I know I said the first day of the honey harvest… 

Habiba: That’s today! 

Malika: Oh my God! Oh no… But I didn’t know my mom was going to die! It was months ago that 
we scheduled. And so what about our honey? Who’s taking care of that? 

Habiba: You didn’t cancel? 

Malika: I didn’t have the time! or the energy… oh, you’re exhausting… She’s got to leave. 

Habiba (laughing harder and harder): You’re going to ruin everything! And I’m going to be doomed to 
live hidden, out of sight, forever! 

Malika: No, you’re the one that’s going to ruin everything with your damn laugh! This is day forty, 
you know what that means don’t you? 

Habiba: Yes, I do. We still can’t talk about marriage, not until it’s been forty days after a death. 

Malika (cutting her off): And more importantly, you’re not supposed to laugh.  

Habiba: Why not? 

Malika: We’re not grieving anymore, but we’re not celebrating either! We mustn’t laugh nor cry. 

Habiba (laughing): Who invents these laws? 

Malika: That’s how it is and that’s that! Stop asking questions. When you should cry, you laugh, when 
you should have laughed, you didn’t do anything. Ach! you drain the life right out of me. You’re going 
to ruin the ceremony and I’m going to have to grieve my whole life. You’re going to bring us bad luck! 

Habiba: We’re going to have to start grieving all over again, grieving our whole lives. (She laughs) 

Malika: Half the town already thinks you’re crazy because of your laugh… if she happens to pass by 
someone… what if we warn her? Fattouma is going to show up, I don’t want them to see each other. 
She hates me, she’s going to tell her everything. We can’t let her meet our guests, and we especially 
can’t let her see you! 

Habiba: But if you tell her to leave she won’t come back. 

Malika: Well what do YOU suggest I do here then? 

Habiba: Let her in. When you think about it, there are already things set out to eat and drink and the 
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guests aren’t going to show up right away anyways. You just have to be sure to not bring up the death. 

Malika: Okay, so don’t just sit there! Get out of my sight and stop laughing right now! She might hear 
you. She can’t have doubts — about anything! Otherwise there’s a chance she’d never come back… 

But she isn’t going to see anything. The body isn’t here…that’s right, it’s the fortieth day! The smell 
of death isn’t stuck to the walls anymore…yes, no smell, no signs of departed life. Just my drying heart 
and waning voice…my heart needs a refill! Some joy, new memories…go on, quick, get out of sight 
so I can let her in…But she absolutely can’t meet anybody else… 

The two women leave the stage, each to their own respective side before they realize that they both went the wrong way. 
They come back, passing by each other without sharing so much as a glance, and continue in the two opposite directions.  

 

—V— 

Aïcha, Malika and Leila are all on stage. Coffee tables are adorned with tablecloths and cakes…Malika walks beside 
Aïcha and helps her sit down.  

Aïcha: What a spread…You really shouldn’t have! 

Malika: It’s the least I could do. The whole family is going to come. Everybody wants to meet you. 

Aïcha: What an honor! What an honor! 

Malika: Oh but we are the ones honored by your presence. 

Aïcha picks up a cake. 

Aïcha: May I have one? 

Malika: Of course! 

Leila (offering a juice): Thank you for coming and sharing these difficult times with us. 

Aïcha: Difficult? 

Malika (shooing Leila away): Yes, these are difficult times that we live in. Don’t you think? 

Aïcha: You think so! What makes you say that?  

Malika: There is so much wrong in the world! Don’t you watch TV? 

Aïcha: Of course I do! You want to talk about that new soap?  
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Malika: I’m not talking about a series, but about politics. There’s a lot going wrong in politics, you 
know! Politics, current events, everybody’s talking about it! There are revolutions all across the globe. 
And soon, there’ll be one here, too. 

Aïcha: Politics!! I don’t understand a thing about politics, that stuff really isn’t for me.  

Malika: Come now, politics are important… 

Aïcha: I just don’t understand what’s gotten into the world, it’s like everyone’s gone mad! … but lucky 
for me, I’ve at least got my garden — my tomatoes, my peppers — they keep me busy and help me 
pass the time. All that’s missing is an apple tree! 

Malika: Politics are the reason that things are in such bad shape these days. Wait a second! That’s 
why there was all that flooding this winter!  

Aïcha opens her fan and begins to shake it with nervous, quick movements. 

Aïcha: All that because of politics! 

Malika: Well, of course! The news always says it’s going to rain before there’s even the slightest hint 
of a cloud in the sky. 

Aïcha: And so? 

Malika: And so, you don’t seem to understand. They’ve predicted everything! 

Aïcha: How’s that? 

Malika: With all the pollution! 

Aïcha: Pollution…that’s what they call it when you cough and have chest pains…right? 

Malika: Yes, but not only that, it’s also when it rains in the summer and is hot in the winter. 

Aïcha: I had no idea! It’s true that it’s strangely hot today… But why are they doing all this? 

Malika: It’s so we forget the real problems! And then they raise the prices of tomatoes, potatoes… 
They’re scared of revolution, you see…oh, you have to take an interest in politics!  

Aïcha: Yesterday I bought a bushel of onions at five times their normal price…or was it two 
times…yes, two times… (counting with her fingers). Two or three times…I can’t remember! I should plant 
some onions too. 

Malika: That’s always how it is. Every time they talk about pollution, two days later they raise the 
price of vegetables… 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 21 
 

Aïcha: May God protect us from bad days and pollution… 

Malika: …and men… 

Aïcha: Ah yes, especially men. You’re current on everything, my friend. 

Malika: I try, I try…Drink! While it’s cold. 

Aïcha drinks it in one gulp. 

Aïcha: But let’s cut to the chase, shall we? You know why I’m here don’t you? 

Malika: It’s an important day, a very important day! 

Aïcha: You know, these days I live rather far away and I’d like to be able to wrap things up quickly. 
My husband… 

Malika: What’s wrong with your husband? 

Aïcha: He doesn’t like it when I’m gone. I have to be home before he gets back, otherwise…  

Malika: Ah yes, I see. 

Aïcha: Well? 

Malika (worried, her eyes scan the room): Well, what?  

Aïcha: Well, tell me your conditions. 

Malika: But we’re not to that point yet! What can we hope to have besides peace and understanding. 

Aïcha: Yes, of course, I agree. But I’m talking about the dowry. I’m a little worried, it can be quite the 
delicate subject.  

Malika: Come. It’s too hot in here. I’m going to take you to a more peaceful place, a cooler place, 
better for talking, where nobody can overhear us.  

Aïcha: But where can we go?  

Malika: The cemetery is right next door, we almost live on the grounds. Come, I’ll explain everything 
to you…Would you do me the honor? My mom would have loved to meet you. And I promised her 
that I’d send her a share of each and every one of our joys…it won’t take long… just come say a 
prayer for her spirit! You’re a believer, aren’t you?  

Aïcha: Of course! I was certainly already going to say a prayer. 
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Malika (dragging her by the hand): It brings luck! Come… we mustn’t forget the dead, we need their 
blessing. 

 

—VI— 

Malika and Aïcha are in the cemetery. 

Malika (crossing and uncrossing her closed fists): Look at these silent tombs! May God protect us from Iblis! 
We are all subjects of God and the angels. Occults forces are subject to the will of God.  

Aïcha (making the same signs): All these incantations are scaring me!  

She moves away. 

What’s this tree? Do you think it’s an apple tree? Can I take a branch and plant it? 

Malika: Not in this season, I’ll give you an apple tree later. Come on, follow me. 

Aïcha: Because I need an apple tree, you know! 

Malika: Yes, I know. But come on, keep walking, there’s nothing to be scared of, they’re dead! Here’s 
where my father sleeps. Noise never bothered him, don’t worry, he’s not about to wake up now…You 
don’t have to be so careful…come, come…Over there is our neighbor, she fell, poor thing, she never 
could walk again after that, and then her arms went and abandoned her… she left us like that, 
piecemeal, limb by limb… 

Aïcha jumps. 

That’s my uncle Abdallah…we didn’t have time to build his tomb. Poor thing, he’s buried right next 
to his wife. He hated her. We didn’t have a choice. There’s not much space left in cemeteries these 
days. But now they have all eternity to squabble.  

It’s crazy to think… He’s right here in the dirt, his gold teeth still shining in his mouth! 

She laughs nervously. 

Aïcha: Are you alright?  

Malika: Yes, I’m fine. 

Aïcha: Oh, Malika! I share your pain, you know! 

Malika: It’s a lost cause! 
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Aïcha: What are you talking about? 

Malika: About his teeth of course! He refused to so much as speak before he died… and then he left 
with that beautiful treasure for all of eternity. May God forgive his avarice.  

Aïcha: I’ve always been afraid of cemeteries, you know. The dead… 

Malika: What’s wrong with the dead? They’re dead. 

Aïcha: Yes, of course they’re dead. My mother is buried in this cemetery, but I don’t remember where. 
I don’t dare ever come here! 

Malika: I know everyone here. Tell me, how long ago did she die? What’s her name? 

Aïcha: Ourida…may God grant her mercy and welcome her in his expansive paradise. Ourida’s father 
was the great Haj Smaïl, may God shelter his soul, too. 

Malika: Ourida, bent Haj Smaïl…wait a second…she died at the dentist’s right?  

Aïcha: Yes, that’s my mother, she was so afraid of the dentist, you know…but they made her 
go…poor thing…she was in so much pain and couldn’t bear it, she had an infection, her fear grew to 
the point that there wasn’t room for anything else…her heart slipped out… 

Malika: Her heart slipped out? 

Aïcha: Yes, it slipped right out of her body…it just slipped out. That’s how she died. 

Malika: I remember the day of her funeral…. Oh, but look! She’s right here, at the edge of the cliff, 
right beside my mother. What a coincidence! 

Aïcha: It’s true! You know, I don’t see that well anymore and, may God forgive me, but it’s been a 
long time since I’ve come to see my poor mother. I’m so afraid of cemeteries. And I live so far away 
now. 

But tell me again, why are we here? I want to leave! 

Malika: But what about our party! 

Aïcha: Really? In a cemetery? 

Malika: We need our parents’ blessing… 

Aïcha: I don’t like this atmosphere one bit. I want to go back to the house. 

Malika: What more can we hope to have at this party besides brainless people who have nothing to 
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say except for their blessings! Men and women who are only going to listen to us. I can dance, sing, 
nobody will ask us to be quiet. Nobody will tell us what to do. You don’t have to give me a dowry. 
Nobody will know. We can walk barefooted here. Nobody will tell us off.  

Aïcha: Are you sure! I mean to say, maybe you’re right! We can conclude our children’s marriage right 
here and now. But did I hear you right? You don’t want a dowry?  

Malika: Dowries are for other people, for stopping wagging tongues. But we’re here, alone…I mean, 
with only the dead as our sole witnesses. No one will know. I just have one thing I want to say. You 
are so kind and beautiful, my friend. My daughter won’t find a better husband than your son. 
Everybody in town respects him. He’s an honest boy — a man of principle! And your family 
too…your family doesn’t have any drama about them, no skeletons hidden away! And what are we 
looking for in life if it isn’t a bit of tranquility.  

Aïcha: In the end I think it was a good idea to meet in a cemetery to seal our children’s union! Things 
are so simple. Why complicate them? We don’t have to give you anything? That is what you’re saying 
isn’t it?  

Malika: Yes, I told you, on my side, there’s nothing to fear. I’m certain that I won’t find a better 
match, but… 

Aïcha: …but what?  

Malika: It’s just a formality, a question of respect, but I have to ask my mother what she thinks. You 
know, that is why we’re here, it’s the tradition. 

Aïcha: How can you ask her what she thinks? … She’s dead!  

Malika: You must be joking…I consult her all the time! I ask her questions every day and she answers 
me. 

Aïcha: She answers you! … listen, I already told you that I’m not into this type of thing. 

Malika: Nonsense, you’ll see, it has nothing to do with sorcery. 

Aïcha: What is it then? 

Malika: It’s science. 

Aïcha: Science! 

Malika: Yes, just like on TV… you see things, you hear things! When two people who were very close 
in life separate, they continue speaking to each other…but without speaking… only in your head. All 
you have to do is concentrate. 
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Aïcha: You’ve totally lost me. 

Malika: You do watch TV, don’t you? 

Aïcha: Yes, and so?  

Malika: And so, don’t you see people all the time who are talking to each other from one country to 
another? Sometimes, they’re people who’ve been dead for a long time, right? 

Aïcha: Yes, I suppose you are right. 

Malika: So, why don’t you believe that I can speak to my mom who isn’t in this world anymore? 

Aïcha: Because nobody does that. 

Malika: I’m going to show you that I, Malika, I can do it. 

Malika sits down on the tombstone of her deceased mother, caresses it… 

Malika: Tell me, my dear mother, will the son of this honorable woman make a good husband for 
my daughter? For my only daughter, my sweet and beautiful Habiba. 

Silence 

Malika (gets up in surprise): Oh, what good news!  

Aïcha: But I didn’t hear a thing! 

Malika: That’s normal. No one can hear her except for me. 

Aïcha: And so what did she tell you?  

Malika: She told me that your son Mourad has an excellent reputation and that he has a promising 
future. His new garage brings him a lot of money. Enough to make the coffee shop owner jealous, 
anyway. So much that he didn’t pay him for repairing his bicycle. She also says that he got some good 
news in the last few days. Is that true? That he just came into a lot of money? 

Aïcha: She told you all that? But how does she know? 

Malika: It’s the world of the dead. The dead know everything, don’t underestimate them! 

Aïcha: You see, even the dead know my son. He’s a real magician in mechanics, he has fingers of 
gold, chiseled arms, the eyes of a hawk… 

Malika (cutting her off): Alright, it’s time we come to an agreement. 
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Malika lets forth an ear-splitting ululation.  

Aïcha follows suit, the two women start singing and dancing. 

Suddenly Malika stops. 

Malika: My mother said something, but I couldn’t make it out. 

Aïcha falls into a hush, frozen. 

Malika: She says that we can’t offer our daughter to your son without a dowry. I guess it would bring 
dishonor on the whole family.  

Silence. Malika stretches out her ear again. 

Malika: … My mother is furious. She says that just the thought of it has disturbed the other world.  

Aïcha: The other world! But why? What harm can come of handling these trivial matters amicably?  

Malika: We’re going to handle these matters amicably, don’t you worry. Nothing spiteful is going to 
come between us. It’s just that we mustn’t upset the dead. 

Aïcha: How much do you want? 

Malika: What? 

Aïcha: For the dowry? How much do you want for it? 

Malika: I told you, I don’t want anything! I assure you, it’s my mother who is demanding it, and I 
can’t cross her. 

Aïcha: Okay, so how much does your mother want? 

Malika: She wants her daughter to be able to hold her head high.  

Aïcha: Which is to say? 

Malika: A belt of gold, just the running rate. 

Aïcha: A belt of gold! The running rate, you say! You’ve got to be joking! 

Malika: Considering where my mother is, she never jokes.  

Aïcha: We don’t have the means to offer you such a thing! and at the same time, your daughter… 

Malika: What’s wrong with my daughter? 
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Aïcha: She isn’t so young anymore, or so pretty. 

Malika: But you haven’t even seen her! Who told you that! It’s that old hag Fatma, isn’t it! She’s 
jealous of my daughter because she hasn’t managed to marry off her stubby little trolls!  

Aïcha: You didn’t let me see her, but people are saying… 

Malika: What are people saying? My daughter has an excellent reputation, not a single man has ever 
laid eyes on her, she hasn’t left the house in three years — even the sun hasn’t touched her skin. She’s 
as white as goat’s milk and her heart is too!  

Aïcha: No! That’s not what I meant! 

Malika: Then what did you mean? 

Aïcha: They say that she laughs!  

Malika: They say that she laughs. People say that my daughter laughs. Well of course she laughs, you 
don’t actually want her to spend her days crying do you? 

Aïcha: They say that…she laughs a lot…I mean, that she doesn’t stop laughing. 

Malika: Are you calling my daughter a madwoman or what?  

The women are speaking louder and louder, more and more quickly, and at the same time. 

Malika: Just wait till you see my beautiful Habiba, she’s worth her weight in gold. 

Aïcha: I’m only asking to see her, I’m not the one who…it’s everybody else who thinks that… 

Malika: Who thinks what? Who told you that, tell me…I don’t want to hear things like that…God 
will punish you for your slander! 

Aïcha: No, it’s Fattouma who told me…it’s not me…I haven’t seen your daughter and what’s more… 

Malika: May God curse her! Her and her future generations!  

There’s a loud whistle. The two women freeze.  

 

—VII— 

At court 

The judge: And now we’re going and disturbing the peace and quiet of cemeteries? 
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Malika: No, Sidi. The dead are the ones who disturbed us! 

The judge: Oh? 

Aïcha: We’ve done absolutely nothing wrong, your honor. We only wanted to share our joy with 
those we love…But then they went and ruined my son’s engagement!  

Malika: And my daughter’s.  

The judge: Who did? 

Malika and Aïcha: The dead, your honor.  

The judge: The dead?  

Malika: Yes, Sidi. They ruined everything. The wedding’s off. My poor daughter never had a chance…  

Aïcha: We’d reached an agreement though, hadn’t we? Everything was going swimmingly, that is until 
the dead came and meddled in the world of the living!  

Malika: Exactly. They’re the reason everything fell apart. 

The judge: Let’s be honest, you two. You don’t actually think I’m going to believe this story of yours!  

Malika: But we’re not lying! I swear on my honor and in the name of Moulay Driss… 

The judge: That’s enough out of you woman! Calm down! We’re in court. I represent our countries’ 
Highest Institutions. We are a democracy! Or rather…a monarchy…I mean…there are laws! A 
constitution! …You can’t just do anything you want! 

Malika: But we haven’t done anything. 

The judge: You haven’t done anything? You haven’t done anything! How dare you say that. You 
were fighting in a cemetery. People even heard you singing.  

Malika: Are we here because we sang or because we fought? 

The judge: The nerve!  

Aïcha: Forgive me, your honor, but it’s not the same.  

Malika: It’s not the same at all!  

The judge (taking a deep breath): Okay…I’ll allow you to make your case, you may speak. 

Aïcha: Singing used to be a ritual of blessing. Religious songs are permitted in cemeteries.  
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The judge: But I heard about the sway in your hips too. Was that for God too? Or was it for Satan?  

Aïcha (spits on the ground): May his name be cursed until Judgment Day. 

The judge: Silence!  

Aïcha (sweetly, walking towards the judge): You aren’t going to tell my husband that I danced are you?  

Malika: How does he have anything to do with all this! 

Aïcha: My God I’m going to be repudiated! and at my age! 

The judge: Then you confess! You danced on graves. 

Malika: A bit of joy in the cemetery. That’s all they ever ask for… 

The judge: Is that so? Who told you that? 

Malika: My poor mother, Sidi. 

The judge: Don’t you try to trick me, woman. 

Malika: I would never, Sidi. 

The judge: Then speak, what do you have to say? 

Malika: …My mother died before getting to attend my daughter’s engagement. I wanted her to share 
our happiness. I promised her… 

The judge: Tell me how this all started.  

Malika: She insulted my daughter. 

Aïcha: That’s not how it happened!  

Malika: How did it happen then? 

Aïcha and Malika start trying to speak over one another. 

Aïcha: She’s the one that started it, your honor… 

Malika: …serious accusations, Sidi. You know as well as I that matters of honor can only be settled 
in blood.  

The judge: Enough! Be quiet. What blood? Only speak when I have allowed it, you old witches! Did 
you know it’s forbidden to loiter around in cemeteries? 
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Malika and Aïcha: No, Sidi!  

Aïcha: We weren’t doing anything wrong. We just didn’t want any witnesses. 

The judge: And you confess to more crimes! You didn’t want any witnesses!! 

Malika: Would you shut it, you brainless bag of bones!  

Aïcha: Who is she going on about? Was that directed at me? … 

The judge: Be quiet or I’m going to lock you up for contempt of court! 

Malika: I wasn’t talking to you, your Excellence, but to this madwoman who’s lost her mind.  

Aïcha: A madwoman! Me!  

The judge: Both of you have desecrated holy ground, I hereby give you a six-month suspended jail 
sentence!  

Malika and Aïcha laugh at the top of their lungs. 

Malika: That isn’t going to change a thing in our lives. 

The judge: Is that so?  

Malika (laughing): From prison to prison…my entire life…from prison to prison…to prison… 

Aïcha: I don’t want to go to prison, your honor! You can withdraw your sentence, I’ll never go to the 
cemetery again, not even the day I die. I don’t like cemeteries. I want to be buried at home. In my little 
garden, next to the well.  

Malika (teasingly): In a garden, just like a little flower!  

Aïcha: What are you trying to say?  

The judge: Ow! 

Aïcha: What’s gotten into him?  

Malika: What did he say?  

Aïcha: He said, ow! 

Malika: Why? 

Aïcha: I don’t know. 
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The judge (scratching himself): Owww. Oh it hurts. What stung me?  

Aïcha: What’s happening to you? 

The judge: Something stung me, or bit me! … Oh, it hurts…. 

Malika and Aïcha look at each other. 

Malika: Say, you’re not from around here are you? 

The judge: I tell you I’m in pain and you want to make small talk? 

Malika (turning toward Aïcha): He isn’t from here? 

The judge: So what if I’m not? Gah, it hurts!  

Malika: So. She bit you didn’t she! 

The judge: Woman, what are you raving on about? Who is this she?  

Malika: Come now, the spider!  

Aïcha: What spider?  

Malika: The spider!! 

Aïcha: She bit him? 

Malika: I guess so, he isn’t from here apparently. 

Aïcha: Oh, poor thing! 

Malika: I’m not too sure we should be feeling sorry for him, he looks like a rabid dog. 

The judge: Tell me what’s going on? What is this cursed little bug! I can’t even find it.  

Aïcha: She’s our spider. 

The judge: Your spider? And she?! 

Malika: Yes, she protects us.  

The judge: From who?  

Malika: … ha, well, from imbeciles, intruders, from the hardships of our days… 

The judge: She protects you…by biting people? 
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Malika: This spider only bites strangers. I just can’t believe that no one told you…And how long have 
you been here?  

The judge: It’s been about a month now. But that’s beside the point, these are just a bunch of old 
wives’ tales!  

Aïcha: She didn’t lie to you, your honor. Our spider only bites strangers. 

The judge: More of your witch tales! I’m getting tired of this!  

Malika (to herself): They all make the same mistake… 

The judge: Dirty, cursed little spider! Where is she? I don’t even see it!  

Malika: Ah, the arrogance of strangers!  

The judge: What do you mean? I’m not arrogant. I’m the victim here, and I haven’t done anything 
wrong, I’m just doing my job. I even learned to speak your bizarre language.  

Aïcha: Sentencing people and throwing them in prison is your job? Really? You went to school for 
that?  

The judge: Yes, it’s my job to sentence people, that’s exactly what it is, what about that do you find 
so shocking?  

Malika: And what do you find so shocking about a spider that bites? That’s its job too.  

The judge: But why me? Why strangers?  

Malika: You strangers are all the same. You show up in our town, in our lives, without even trying to 
understand. 

Aïcha: Without understanding a thing… 

The judge: Can someone please explain to me what the situation is with this spider? Oh, it burns! 

Malika: Oh, you’ll see, that’s only the beginning.  

The judge: Do you really think she poisoned me? You’re not playing around?  

Malika: Does it still hurt?  

The judge: Well… It hurts less than before. Now it’s just a mild burning.  

Malika (nodding her head): Yep, that’s a bad sign. 
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The judge: Why? 

Malika: Well, it’s a sign that… paralysis is setting in.  

The judge: I don’t think I feel…I mean I can’t…move my feet anymore!  

Malika: You still have your knees, your arms, your hands… 

Aïcha: Yes, you still have all those, your arms, your hands, your knees… 

The judge: I feel empty, I can barely speak. 

Malika: If you’re out of words, you’re dead, completely dead. No more mouth to condemn, no more 
words to judge with…death is peace, Sidi. 

The judge: Just tell me what you want — admit it, you’d enjoy watching me die!  

Malika: Oh, I didn’t catch that, you need help? 

The judge: I’m suffering.  

Malika: You are the one that makes people suffer, Sidi.  

The judge: I’m only a middleman; order has to be maintained. We can’t very well live in anarchy, can 
we?  

Malika: I can stand for having order in the world of the living, but you want to bring order to the 
world of the dead too! Let us speak to our dead however we want! 

The judge: Laws are created for the living as well as for the dead. We are there to protect them.  

Malika: Protect the dead? But from who? From what?  

The judge: Protect them, that’s all. Protect them from the living! 

Malika: How do you plan on doing that? And, tell me, have you already been in our cemetery?  

The judge: No. 

Malika: And the prisons, have you visited them?  

The judge: No.  

Aïcha: And our houses?  

Malika: He just answered that. Try to keep up a little bit. 
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The judge: I’ve never been inside, no. I don’t have time, if you see what I’m saying. 

Malika: Of course, we see quite well.  

Aïcha: Uh, yes, we understand, your honor, you don’t have time!  

Malika (gets up and speaks emphatically): It’s not the dirt that buries here, nor the man that condemns. 
We want joy in our cemeteries and that’s how it’s been for millennia.  

The judge: I’m holding you in contempt of court. 

Aïcha: What does that even mean? He’s been saying it since we got here.  

Malika (to Aïcha): I don’t know. Don’t pay him any attention. They use complicated words to 
intimidate us, but none of it means anything.  

Malika (turning to the judge): I’m not the one saying that, Sidi, it’s my ancestors that were reciting those 
words.  

Aïcha: Oh yeah? Our ancestors said all that? 

Malika: No, my ancestors, not yours. We don’t have the same ones! 

Aïcha: Oh, I didn’t know. Wait, where are your ancestors from?  

Malika: From cemeteries, you old loon!  

The judge: That’s enough! There is one code — that of the nation. We are not going to go and create 
a new one for each individual. Customizing for every little town. That’s how it is, it’s in the 
Constitution.  

Malika: Well why don’t you look in the Con-sti-tu-tion to see if there are any remedies for spider 
bites!  

The judge: I take it back, make it two and a half years in prison! Where’s the bailiff? Backwards dirty 
little town, no one ever does their job around here! You’ll see, I’ll teach you what good manners are! 
Someone has to bring order to this dump!  

Malika: Too bad you won’t have time! 

The judge: Where’s the bailiff? Oh just tell me what I have to do! Otherwise I’ll add even more time 
to your sentence, woman! 

Malika: You must wait! 
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Aïcha: You must wait! 

The judge: But wait for what?  

Malika: If you panic you’ll just quicken the poison’s work. Stay calm, we are all condemned to stay 
here.  

The judge: Me! Condemned! What a crock. 

Aïcha: A sorry twist of fate, isn’t it? 

The judge: I have to be dreaming, what is going on here? Wretched little spider! I’m going to kill her! 

Malika: Don’t work yourself up, what did I just tell you? She’s a good spider.  

The judge: Yes, she’s giving me just the warmest welcome! 

Malika: Calm down and try listening instead…maybe you could eventually understand us?  

The judge: You sure are strange people.  

Aïcha: I don’t think he’s going to recover.  

The judge: That has nothing to do with what I think of you!  

Malika: To recover, you have to have a pure heart. Hate holds onto the venom!  

The judge: Of course, more wives’ tales, you must have books and books of them.  

The two women look at each other and nod. They proceed to speak quickly, and on top of one another.  

Malika: Do you want us to bury you here?  

Aïcha: What city are you from?  

Malika: You have to tell us everything now! 

Aïcha: She means to say that you don’t have much time left! 

The judge: Thanks, I missed that.  

Malika: Do you have friends here…? 

Aïcha: Family? 

The judge: You wish to bury me. You’re insane! I’m going to smash that ill-omened spider! If only I 
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could find it, I’d kill her…flatten her, annihilate her, grind her, squash her… 

Malika: If you kill her, you are dead… 

Aïcha: …from horrible pain! It starts at your feet, there, you see?  

Malika: Look at the splotches on his face. You must really be suffering!  

The judge: No! I have splotches on my face? What color are they?  

Malika: You are a very strong man, that much is clear. But don’t try to hide your pain, we know what 
it’s like. 

The judge (touching his face): Oh no, my body feels so cold! 

Malika: Yep, those are the chills setting in.  

Aïcha: I wouldn’t move if I were you. 

Malika: Take deep breaths. Stop fidgeting around like a broken top. 

The judge: Oh my God! What’s going to happen to me! 

Malika: The message of the spider’s bite is clear. 

The judge: I still don’t understand what you’re on about. 

Malika: Cleanse your heart, do not resent. 

The judge: What must I do, quickly, tell me? 

Malika: Get on the ground! 

The judge: Why? 

Malika: On your knees! 

The judge: What? 

Malika: Do it, we don’t have much time. 

The judge gets on his knees. 

Malika: On all fours! 

The judge: Is this going to take long?  
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Malika: What? 

The judge: This humiliation. 

Malika: This is a cleansing. You are not superior to anyone. You’re smaller than a fly, no more 
significant than a cockroach…  

The judge gets up showing a strong limp.  

The judge: I should have thrown you in prison without trial! 

Malika: This is just a ritual of healing.  

The judge: If I have to die, I’d rather die with my dignity intact. 

Aïcha: Actually, she’s trying to help you out, your honor! 

The judge: Oh so I should thank you, is that it?  

Malika: He’s showing the final signs. 

Aïcha: Already?  

Malika: Look at him, poor thing, he’s already gone.  

Aïcha: May the earth be his light.  

The judge: I’m not dead, you ill omen birds! 

Aïcha: What is going to become of us?  

Malika: Prisoners.  

The judge: And of me? A corpse? I didn’t come here to die, I wanted to change lives… 

Aïcha: At least you’ll find relief soon, while we, on the other hand…  

The judge shows more and more signs of fatigue. 

Malika: Would you like me to call your wife?  

The judge: … 

Aïcha: … So as to let her know — you’re going to die soon!  

The judge doesn’t answer. 
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Malika: You do have a wife don’t you? 

The judge: No! 

Malika: Why? 

The judge: My wife passed away. 

Malika: Oh poor thing, so young! Was she sick? 

The judge: No, just sad. 

Malika: And? 

The judge: Well, she died of it. 

Malika: That’s why you’re sad? 

The judge: No, I’ve been sad since…well before she died. 

Malika: Why? 

The judge: Because she was always sad. 

Malika: Was she sick?  

The judge: I already told you! No, she was just sad! 

Malika: What did you do to her?  

The judge: Nothing! I mean, I don’t think I did. She’d just always been sad.  

Aïcha: Something surely must have happened. 

The judge: I already told you, she was just a sad woman, a very sad woman, that’s all. You understand. 
Nothing could make her laugh or smile. She had to bear that burden since she was born. 

Malika: And so? 

The judge: And so, and so… it wasn’t funny!  

Malika: And you never tried to make her happy? 

Aïcha: He spends his time handing out sentences, sending people to prison. He didn’t have anything 
funny to tell her. Poor girl… 
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The judge: I forbid you to judge me! 

Malika: If it’s you who says so! I’ll be quiet. But do continue, you were saying? and so?  

The judge: And so, and so…. She got angry. 

Malika: What was your wife’s name?  

The judge: Amel. 

Malika: To bear the name of hope and die of sadness! What a sad fate. I don’t know anyone to have 
died of sadness. I don’t think anyone dies of sadness, just like no one dies from laughing! 

Aïcha: That’s not true, remember young Redouane? He died from laughing.  

Malika: Oh yes! Poor thing, but he was so sad. (she looks at the judge) Lie down. (To Aïcha) Give him 
some space… (the judge is on the ground, Malika looks at Aïcha) Alright, let’s do it! 

Aïcha: What? 

Malika: Let’s go!!!  

Aïcha: Oh, yes, of course! 

Malika and Aïcha start circling around the judge, their actions ritualistic. They laugh strangely. As if they were crying.  

The judge (coming out of his stupor): What on earth are you doing, old, crazy hags!  

Malika: You’ll be buried with dignity! Even if you don’t have any family. 

Aïcha: Yes, that’s true, even without any family, we’ll make sure you’re taken care of!  

The judge: That laugh is insufferable! You really are a couple of madwomen aren’t you! 

Malika: And even when you’re buried, sidi, I will come to your grave to laugh and remind you of 
better times.  

The judge: I don’t want to hear a thing out of you when I’m dead. I forbid it! Have mercy, please, 
quit your laughing! 

Malika: You can’t stop me anymore.  

The judge: I’m still alive and you’re going to see that I can still make decisions! 

Malika: I’m on the side of the living and you’re on the side of the dead, you can’t even speak anymore. 
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The judge (screaming): But I am speaking, I can still shout, you hear me!!  

Malika: Yes, sidi, of course I hear you. I recognize that tone, those words…those are the words of 
death.  

Aïcha: The words of death? 

The judge: The words of death?  

Malika: When there is no more poetry, sidi, we have died. Completely dead! 

Malika and Aïcha laugh harder and harder as if it were a vocal performance.  

The judge (more and more irritated): Of course, no one will come to cry on my grave! Yes, everyone will 
be happy to see me cast under the dirt. You’re going to laugh the day I die, that much is obvious! 

Malika: Oh, sidi, of course we will! 

The judge: You’re merciless! 

Malika: We will honor you as we ought to, now that you’re one of us.  

The judge: I’m not one of you! And if I were one of you, you would at least have the decency to shed 
a few tears! 

Malika: You’re going to be buried here, among us. You’re going to spread your roots into our earth, 
nourish it, we won’t forget you. (turning to Aïcha) Isn’t that right? 

Aïcha: Yes, of course, of course! 

The judge: Does watching people die make you laugh? Watching people turn into dust, into food for 
the earth? Does it make you laugh to watch people being… eaten by worms! (he’s pained pronouncing 
these final words)  

Malika: Of course it does, sidi, it’s not like all that is going to make us cry! 

Aïcha: What were you hoping for?  

The judge (shouting again): A little bit of decency, I already told you! 

Malika: You obviously don’t understand, then, sidi. We don’t cry for our dead. We laugh. You haven’t 
understood a thing! 

The judge: You laugh! 

Aïcha (cutting him off): Yes, your honor. Only her crazy daughter laughs for the living! and to think, she 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 41 
 

wanted to marry her to my son! 

The judge: What is going on! You are very odd people! 

Malika: My daughter, a madwoman, a lunatic. My daughter laughs because we were… grieving. Yes, 
that’s right, we were grieving. 

Aïcha: She’s totally off her rocker. She should be admitted…What an insult! How shameful!! My poor 
son! 

The judge: Quit your bickering! Did I hear that right? You laugh when you grieve? 

Malika: Yes, sidi. I told you, we are different but you refuse to understand anything.  

The judge: No one told me that! 

Malika: You don’t listen, sidi.  

Aïcha: That’s why she bit you, your honor! 

The judge: There surely has to be a remedy, help me out here. 

Malika: For ignorance? No, there isn’t, sidi! 

The judge: I was talking about the venom… 

Malika: No, sidi. We human beings, we know forgiveness…at least most of us! Spiders are like you, 
they don’t like when people break their rules. People around here respect spiders and their wishes, 
and don’t disturb them.  

The judge (getting more and more tired): I had no idea. 

Malika: Well now that you know, you can leave in peace. 

The judge (tenderly): I don’t want to leave. I just got here. And to think that I personally asked for this 
assignment, who knew I was putting myself to death. I wanted to get away from everything, from the 
city, from pollution… 

Aïcha: You’re affected by pollution like we are? 

The judge: I have allergies all the time. As a matter of fact, I’m allergic to your laughs as well! Your 
laughing is insufferable. There’s pollution everywhere in the cities. The air we breathe, the water we 
drink, our food… everything is contaminated, rotten… the doctor recommended fresh air to help me 
get better. That’s how I got to this hellhole in the middle of nowhere. No one, not a single person 
wanted to come here… “Go as far away as you can,'' that damn doctor told me. And here I am stuck 
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between these god-forsaken mountains because of a spider. It’s true that I hadn’t thought of that, a 
spider! 

Malika: You can’t predict everything!  

The judge: Nonsense! I’m experienced — a foresighted man. I get check-ups every month, 
sometimes several times per month. Medical exams, physicals, blood tests, you name it! It’s very 
important. I’ve been allergic to eggs since birth, to cilantro and tomatoes since I was a teen. To chives, 
carrots, parsley and lemon since I don’t know when. Every day I find out I have new allergies. I can’t 
eat avocados anymore, or red fruits or dairy products…acidic fruits too. Sugar as well, I can’t handle 
sugar. Ringing telephones drive me crazy. When there’s a change in temperature, I can’t stop sneezing 
and I start sweating, I start pouring sweat, and now I see that I’m allergic to spiders too. That must be 
it…allergic to spiders. My God, I never thought… 

The judge looks at her, impotent, and says nothing. 

Malika: What do you want me to say? All you can do now is pray.  

Aïcha: Maybe you should free us before you go!  

Malika: Yes, if you worsen our stay, you will experience a no different fate. Don’t you see? It’s your 
final judgment! Show clemency!  

The judge: Where is that damn bailiff? 

Malika: No use looking for him now! 

The judge: Where is he!  

Malika: In his store. 

The judge: What store, he’s a bailiff, he should be here in the courtroom!  

Malika: He has a family to feed, you know. So, he works mornings as a bailiff and in the afternoon 
he works in his father-in-law’s store.  

Aïcha: He sells pencils and flowers! 

The judge: Flowers and pencils, I have to be dreaming. This just can’t be, this is a nightmare! You’re 
all insane. What am I doing here?  

Malika: People passing through like you can’t understand. Don’t want to understand. 

The judge: I’m not passing through! The proof? I put forth the effort to speak your language. 
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Malika: Language isn’t just words, sidi.  

The judge: What is it then?  

Aïcha: You have to…You have to know…how can I put this, you have to know how to weave them, 
your honor. The words, I mean.  

The judge: I’m a judge, I don’t weave! and what’s more, I’m allergic to synthetic fabrics! 

Malika: He’s going to leave us soon. 

The judge: …radishes… 

Malika: What? 

The judge: … snow…snow peas…  

Aïcha: Poor thing, he’s delirious. 

Malika: Already? 

The judge: I’m also allergic to radishes, snow peas and whole wheat… 

Malika: There aren’t any radishes here, don’t worry. You have to free us before you die, you’re going 
to be judged as well, you know, don’t you forget that. 

The judge: I’m not going to die as quickly as that! And you’re both going to prison for disturbing the 
dead!  

Malika: You’re nearly a corpse and you’re disturbing the living!  

The judge: Go, leave me, I don’t want to have to lay eyes on you anymore, I don’t want to hear 
another word out of you. 

Aïcha (overjoyed): We’re free!!…Are we free?  

Malika: No, not like that, you have to put it in writing. 

The judge: I can’t feel my hands anymore. 

Malika: We have to get the bailiff.  

The judge: … I feel the paralysis setting in…My body is leaving, limb by limb…  

Malika: I’m running to go get the bailiff. 
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Aïcha: Well I don’t want to stay here alone with him. I’m afraid of the dead… I already told you!  

The judge: I’m not dead yet, you old witch!  

Malika: Alright fine, you go run and get the bailiff! I’m not scared of the dead!  

Aïcha leaves. 

 

—VIII— 

Habiba is pacing the stage, dragging her lacy sheet behind her. Leila is behind her loom, barely visible. The image woven 
into the fabric in the loom is more imposing, the woman with her baby slung to her back more visible. 

Habiba: My mom isn’t back yet. That’s a good sign right?  

Leila: I don’t know. 

Habiba: Yes, you do! Usually this sort of thing wraps up quickly.  

Leila: Yes, with a fight. 

Habiba: But this time, she’s taking her time, too much time. They’re finishing up now, I’m sure of it.  

Leila: I don’t know. The guests are going to show up soon and there still isn’t anyone to receive them. 

Habiba (laughing): I don’t care one bit about guests. I just want this torture to stop. 

Habiba takes her sheet and wraps it around her body like a wedding dress. She looks at Leila as though she were 
looking at herself in a mirror. She lets the lace spread on the ground. Leila gets up, takes a strip of white fabric and 
belts the sheet to her hips. Habiba plays pretend bride, she begins to dance… 

Leila comes back with another strip of fabric and ties it to her, this time even tighter, around her thighs. Habiba is 
swaddled, she laughs loudly… 

Habiba: I can hardly move! 

Leila: You don’t need to. 

Habiba: Or breathe! 

Leila continues to bind her, immobilizing her arms. 

Habiba: I don’t have arms anymore. 
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Leila: You don’t need those either. 

Habiba laughs.  

Habiba (jumps in place): I’m a larva. The larva has to break free! 

Leila: Why? What do you need? The larva is happy, fed, has nothing to complain about. And she’s 
pretty in her beautiful clothes. You don’t like your pretty sheets? 

Habiba (laughing): …I’m just like you when you first showed up!  

Leila: Yes, we’re the same. You and I, we are sheets. Look. 

Habiba laughs. Leila takes her sheet and wraps herself in it from head to toe. 

Leila: Remember? I was like this. 

Habiba (struggling to move): How am I going to walk? How am I going to get out of here? 

Leila: You have no need to walk, Habiba. Remember, I showed up here before I even knew how to 
walk. 

Leila moves forward in her sheet and bangs against the table. 

She retraces her steps and runs into the table again and again and again…against the furniture, against the walls. Each 
time Leila runs into something, Habiba laughs. Leila finally falls to the floor. 

Habiba: Stop, stop, you’re right, you don’t need to be able to walk. The man with a limp doesn’t have 
to either. My destiny will come to me without me having to do a single thing, that’s the way it is, right? 
It is written! Isn’t it?  

Leila: I don’t know, I don’t know anything. I’m just a sheet.  

 

—IX— 

Two scenes are happening at once. 

Towering in the back of the stage is the loom with the embroidered mother and child. 

Habiba and Leila, surrounded by sheets and scissors, embroider and cut lengths of fabric. Habiba stands up and gets 
under the sheet.  

To the side are Malika and the judge. 
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The judge: Am I really going to die?  

Habiba (under her sheet): I don’t know anymore, I can’t see anymore.  

Malika: What do you want me to tell you?  

Leila (stabs herself with her needle): Ow!  

The judge: That hurts!  

Habiba: Ow? 

The judge: I don’t want to leave like this, because of a bite? 

Habiba: You’re not alone, my fingers get bitten all the time.  

Malika: To each their own wounds… 

Leila: Let me take your place. You want me to?  

The judge: It’s easy for you to say that of course! But I can’t move!  

Habiba (Hands her the sheet): Here, get under it and tell me what you see.  

Malika: I can’t do anything either, I’m just as condemned…  

Leila gets under the sheet. 

Leila: Are you sure? I’ll go slow, okay?  

The judge: I want you to tell me the story of the girl who laughs because everyone is trapped here, 
might as well pass the time!  

Habiba: Okay. 

Malika: We have to start from the beginning then. 

Leila (still getting under the sheet): I don’t know where to start?  

The judge: It doesn’t matter! I’m listening. 

Habiba: Just tell me what you see!  

Malika: It was a dark, moonless night. The sky had died out.  

Leila: It’s hard to see anything like this. 
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Malika: It was that night that she came into the world. That she came out of me.  

Leila: There’s no sign of life here. 

Malika: And without a moon, sidi, we can’t see much of anything. Without a moon, we can’t count… 
we have to just accept that we don’t have enough fingers to count, which is why we beg the moon 
and why the moon curses us. That night, I felt the night under my body. The night was there, deeper 
than a root, more painful than a thorn.  

The last month, I knew, I knew what was going to happen to me. My belly was getting bigger, the 
moon was getting smaller, paler, disappearing… I begged and I begged, but the moon was indifferent 
to my suffering.  

Leila: Everything is dark. I don’t see anything. 

Malika: Since that night, my daughter makes up stories and she laughs, she laughs all the time. What 
else is there to tell you, she spreads bitterness everywhere, in my tea, in my bread, in the water I drink. 
Every time she laughs, I feel the curse of that night. Her laugh is a wound. There are women who are 
born to laugh, without a moon or sun…I don’t know… in any case, they can’t hold themselves back, 
don’t know how to contain themselves. They carry the part of the sky that stops them from lying… 
or maybe they’ve just inherited the part of hell that makes them laugh!  

Habiba bursts out laughing, pulls the sheet back from Leila and covers herself with it, from head to toe. 

The judge and Malika are in the dark, they are barely visible. They remain quiet. 

Habiba: I hear footsteps. 

Leila (slightly scared): I don’t believe you. 

Habiba: They’re getting closer! But slowly. One of his legs seems to be hurting. That must be why 
it’s taking so long. 

Leila: Stop finding excuses for him.  

Habiba: It’s what I hear.  

Leila tries to take the sheet from her. The two women pull on the fabric which begins to unravel.  

Habiba takes it by force and covers herself.  

One of her eyes is visible through the hole in the sheet. 

Leila sets herself back to cutting fabric.  
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Habiba: Can you see my eyes?  

Leila: I only see one. 

Habiba: One eye for you and one eye for me. 

Leila: What do you see?  

Habiba (putting her fingers in the holes of the sheet): There are more and more holes in the sheet, my vision 
is getting worse and worse. Say, are those flowers you’re making? 

Leila: I am cutting flowers, yes. Flowers without roots.  

Habiba: Can you add some bees? For the pollen? 

Leila: No. 

Habiba: Why not?  

Leila: Bees can fly. You can’t catch them.  

Habiba: What do you know how to do?  

Leila: Nothing, I only know how to cut flowers. 

Habiba: But if you could do anything, what would you do?  

Leila: I would leave with them. 

Habiba: With who?  

Leila: The bees. 

Habiba: You have the fingers of a fairy.  

Leila: I just have injured hands.  

Habiba: Are you in pain?  

Leila: No.  

Habiba: I am, that’s why I ask.  

Leila: I don’t feel much these days. 

Habiba gets out from under the sheet and covers Leila once again without speaking to her, the two girls take up the 
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familiar game without hesitation. 

Habiba: Go ahead, now’s your chance. Fly away.  

Leila: I told you I can’t see anything. 

Habiba: Concentrate, you’ll see.  

Leila: Darkness, I already told you.  

Habiba: Describe what you’re really seeing. Go on, focus. I know you can see some things.  

Leila: You won’t understand. 

Habiba: That doesn’t matter. 

Leila: I see other girls, besides you and me.  

Habiba: Do I know them?  

Leila: No, nobody knows them. 

Habiba: What are they doing? Who are they? 

Leila gets out from under the sheet, goes to the loom and pulls on a thread. 

The sheet with the mother and child unravels to the rhythm of her words. 

Leila: They’re our age, they weave, they weave from morning till dark. 

They’re in workshops and factories. 

They weave and weave… they’ve been swallowed by giant machines. 

They’ve been there for decades, for centuries they’ve been weaving, for millennia.  

Every morning they show up with an empty stomach. 

Every night their stomach is even emptier.  

Habiba: But why are they there?  

Leila: They are there for us. They don’t exist without us.  

Habia: You’ve lost me. 

Leila: They weave and weave and I gather the pain of their hands,  
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They weave and I withdraw their needles from my flesh. 

They weave and I listen to their stories, their aching songs. 

They weave and I borrow their mouths, their voices.  

They weave and I cut the threads of their story, the stories that run through their fingers. 

They weave and forget. 

They spin their thread and at the tip of their wounds, there is you and me. 

They spin their thread and I, every year, confuse autumn and spring. 

They spin their thread and I, out of all of man’s wounds, these are the ones that I see.  

Habiba takes the sheet back and covers herself again. Leila walks up to her and starts frantically cutting the fabric. 
Habiba puts her fingers in the holes of the fabric. Habiba’s face is more and more visible. 

Habiba: Stop, stop, I can’t see anything anymore! 

Leila: The sheets remember more than you or I, don’t worry. All the stories are still there. 

She continues to cut. 

Leila: We have to free the stories from this horrible stuff.  

Habiba looks for a way to get out from under the sheet. 

Leila: You don’t want me to cut you a story? A story that you like? How about one with a prince 
charming? 

She continues to cut.  

Leila: They pull the threads tight and don’t let through any air, freshness, day, night, stars, rivers, 
seabirds or their songs… 

She cuts again. 

Habiba laughs very loudly, her laugh resembles a cry. 

Leila continues to cut the sheet but without speaking. 

Malika and the judge slowly reappear. 

Malika: That’s it! Nothing is going to come of us waiting. 
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The judge: Are you sure? There’s really nothing left to do?  

Malika: … well no, it’s obvious…  

The judge: Look, I don’t know any prayers, I’ve never prayed, I don’t know what to say to the Lord.  

Malika: Pray that he pardons your ignorance. 

The judge: Do you really think that these are my last moments?  

Malika: Of course I don’t, though I do think that idiot Aïcha isn’t going to come back! 

The judge: Ah yes, you’re talking about your victim!  

Malika: I don’t know who the victim is anymore. 

The judge: I’m going to die, that’s what you’re trying to tell me. 

Malika: Good heavens, would you get up already! 

The judge: Don’t make light of this. 

Malika: Get up, you’re not going to die, nothing is wrong with you!  

The lights focus back on Habiba and Leila. 

Habiba is under the sheet which has transformed into lace. She is looking for a way out but is struggling. 

Habiba: I can’t see anything anymore.  

Leila: Open your eyes already! 

Habiba: They’re open but there’s too much light. I can’t see anything! 

Leila: Habiba, look at me, the man with the limp doesn’t exist. 

Habiba: Of course he exists. 

Leila: No, Habiba, he does not exist. 

Habiba: Why did you do this? My poor sheets… 

Leila: He’s not going to come, Habiba. He isn’t going to come. The man with the limp doesn’t exist. 

The judge gets up limping. 

The judge: Oh, yes, you’re right. I’m on my way… 
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I can walk, I can! I’m walking, I’m not dead! 

The judge traverses the stage from end to end and is incredulous that he can walk.  

The judge: Tell me, what happened? A few minutes ago I was completely paralyzed. You put a curse 
on me. 

Malika: Are you still going on about that? You weren’t paralyzed. You were just a little bit paralyzed. 
Just enough for us to have the time to get to know each other. 

The judge: I sure was, I couldn’t move. 

Malika: Yes, I suppose you’re right, but the spider had nothing to do with it. That spider is as harmless 
as a larva in a cocoon. 

The judge: What happened to me then? I didn’t just make up all that pain! 

Malika: It’s fear that paralyzed you. 

The judge: Don’t be absurd, I wasn’t afraid! It takes a lot more than that to scare me! 

Malika: Yes, I know, we’ll say it was the spider. We always say it’s the spider. Look how strong you 
are! You survived the spider’s bite. Very few men come out of that alive, do you know why you did? 

The judge: Not the faintest clue.  

Malika: Because deep down, your heart is pure, very pure!  

The judge: Ah, yes, that’s exactly right. My purity is what saved me, isn’t it? And it was just a stupid 
little spider that bit me. As a matter of fact, I’m so noble of heart that I drop all charges against you. 

Malika doesn’t move. 

The judge: Go, go on, before I change my mind, and don’t let me catch sight of you in a cemetery 
ever again! 

Malika (without moving or looking at him): Have you ever seen a spider weave its web?  

The judge: No, I don’t have time for that sort of thing, if you see what I’m saying.  

Malika: Yes, of course I see. As for me, I’ve seen it already, I’ve long watched spiders at work. 

The judge: I don’t doubt it for a second! You have so much time to lose! 

Malika: Spiders cast a thread between two branches, two walls, two worlds…  
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The judge: Watching spiders with all your time would make for a common thread in your days, 
wouldn’t it! … hahahaha…  

Malika: She casts her thread, constructs a bridge on which to run. She runs, making round trips, one 
after the other, after the other.  

Her bridge soon transforms into a web. An enormous web.  

The judge: What a beautiful discovery! It’s inspiring!  

Malika: But it’s not the web that captures insects, you know! 

The judge: What are you going to come up with next!   

Malika: Her secret is not the web… Insects can see her web. The trap, it’s what they can’t see. 

The judge: More of your tales! I’m warning you… 

Malika: Her secret is the thread. Spiders weave two different kinds. 

The judge: I’m in a hurry, you know, I’ve already lost so much time. 

Malika: There are two different threads… 

The judge: … you already said that!  

Malika: Yes, but you keep cutting me off. 

The judge (laughing): Oh, I’m sorry, I definitely don’t want you to lose the thread of your story. 
Hahahaha… 

Malika: Insects are always caught in the middle of the web. One of the threads the circles are woven 
with is sticky. That’s her secret, the nature of the thread itself. 

The judge: And what about the spider? How does she get around? Does she have on anti-sticky-
thread shoes? Hahahaha… 

Malika: The spider moves about ever so slowly, paying close attention, carefully avoiding the threads 
that stick. Like a tightrope walker, she avoids her own threads… 

The judge: And what happens if she mistakes one thread for the other?  

Malika (getting up): Ah, when we mix them up, we’re done for. Tricked by our own game, fallen into 
our own trap, our own forgetfulness…We’re done for. I’m done for, absolutely done for…  

She leaves the room while talking. The judge leaves from the other side of the stage. 
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Habiba is left alone on stage fighting to get out of her sheets. 

Upstage, Leila clings to her loom. She is playing with the taut, vertical threads, touching them as though they were harp 
strings. She seems to be at peace. 

A distant sound, perhaps music, can be heard.  
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eben byers’ jaw 
By Filip Grujić 
Translated by Željko Maksimović 

eben byers’ jaw is my second translation to be published in The Mercurian, the first being Tanja Šljivar’s 
We Are the Ones Our Parents Warned Us About, published in the fall issue of 2018 and co-translated with 
American artist Cory Tamler. In that case, I was faced with a challenge of transposing the specificities 
of the Bosnian cultural space, manifested in the phraseology of the local dialect, and the peculiarities 
of the author’s style into American, i.e. English speaking, context. I was, naturally, immensely helped 
by Cory as a native speaker. 

In the cases of eben byers, the difficulty, besides working independently, was that I was presented with 
an original dramatic text dealing with an American story, written in Serbian. Initially, it seemed easy, 
because English is the logical sound image for such a story, but it was quite the opposite. The dialogue 
(or more precisely, the monologues), sounded “quirky” in the original, and I wanted to preserve that 
quality in the translation. I approached the text from the actor’s perspective and imagined that the 
upper-class characters, the Byers family, speak in the transatlantic accent; Dr Bailey felt as someone 
who would insist on the accent and who would slightly overuse the highbrow phraseology; while the 
choir of Radium Girls was the voice of the oppressed working class, disillusioned by tragedy and 
disease, but still poetic in its choral form. As someone who is not primarily a translator, I cannot say 
whether I was successful in achieving these effects, but I was helped greatly by the peer reviewers and 
the editors of The Mercurian. 

 Filip Grujić (1995) is an award-winning writer from Belgrade, Serbia. He has 
a master’s degree in dramaturgy from the Faculty of Dramatic Arts in Belgrade. His play not before 4:30, 
nor after 5:00 was awarded the best drama for 2019 at “Sterijino pozorje,” the biggest festival for Serbian 
dramatists. not before 4:30, nor after 5:00 is also included in Maison Antoan Vitez translation programme 
for 2020. The premiere took place in October 2020 in the Atelje 212 theatre in Belgrade. His play eben 
byers’s jaw is his newest play and had its premiere in Serbian National Theatre in Novi Sad, Serbia in 
December 2020. His play Where they sing was performed in Skopje, North Macedonia, as master 
performance by students of Faculty of dramatic arts in Skopje. He is also the author of several other 
plays, including two for young adults that were performed in many cities in Serbia. He is the author 
of two published novels; Bludni dani kuratog Džonija was published in December 2017 and Podstanar 
(Tenant) was published in october 2020 and is shortlisted for European Union Prize for Literature.  
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Željko Maksimović was born in Belgrade in 1985 but grew up during the 90s in Loznica, a town on 
the border with Bosnia and Herzegovina. He studied English Language and Literature and Japanese 
Language before he enrolled at the Faculty of Dramatic Arts and graduated from the Department of 
Acting. He has translated essays and books on theatre theory, such as Cambridge’s Introduction to Theater 
Directing by Maria Shevtsova, and several works by Tanja Šljivar (in collaboration with Cory Tamler), 
published in various national and international publications. He works as an actor, TV host, and 
translator in Belgrade (Serbia) and occasionally Prague (Czech Republic) where he collaborates with 
the director duo SKUTR. Along with theater director Ana Konstantinović, the founder of Eho 
Animato Belgrade-based collective, he is the cultural ambassador of New York’s La MaMa theater. 
He is a frequent collaborator of visual artist Ivana Ivković, taking part in several of her performances; 
and in theater, he is currently performing in Tanja Šljivar’s Regime of Love in Atelje 212 theatre in 
Belgrade.  
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eben byers’ jaw 

filip grujić 

translated by Željko Maksimović 

 

dramatis personae: 

eben byers (30) 

byers, junior (23), his brother 

byers, senior (60), his father 

mrs byers (26), his wife 

william j. a. bailey (45), physician  

radium girls, choir 

 

place: 

new york, 1930 

 

radium girls should be designated as pop culture of today. perhaps in a light cube, such as those the 1975 use in their 
concerts. 

the byers story should be designated as something anachronistic – something that cannot be pop culture today. 

the movement must be separated from spoken word almost at all times. many of the relationships are not based on 
words, but on the unspoken. 

movement, therefore, must be a counterweight to words. where the spoken word ends, movement begins. 

 

historical facts – reading manual 

after world war i, radium was used in everyday consumer life. it was thought it cures everything, from mental issues, 
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anemia, to impotence. it was a component of butter, toothpaste, drinking water. however, radon (which was considered 
to have medicinal properties) had a short lifespan – of only 3.82 days. therefore, when it would reach consumers, its 
medicinal properties would have been lost. 

william. j. a. bailey, convicted in 1945 of forging his harvard diploma, decided to use pure radioactivity, which is 
retained in the body up to 1500 years, instead of radon. thus, he made his potion – radithor. he advertised it as “a 
cure for the living dead” and “perpetual sunshine.” 

eben byers, a wealthy playboy, golfer, and son of the iron factory owner, was one of the first consumers of the potion. 

the term radium girls was created after the girls of new jersey and illinois who worked with radium in factories. this 
work caused their deaths. officials covered up their death, as well as the illness, and the public was not interested in 
their case. 

eben byers died of radithor consumption a few years after. all the papers published the story because eben byers was a 
respected citizen of new york city. 

the new york times published an article titled “everything was fine until his jaw fell off.” 

after his death, radithor and the use of radioactivity in commercial use were forbidden. 

today, in art, society, sociology, cultural history, radium girls are a frequently explored topic. articles, books, 
dissertations, political manifestos have been written about them. 

on eben byers, there is nothing but several sentences on wikipedia and a few obscure articles. 

he was not explored in art. 

 

radium girls 

1.0 

zestful, playful, in unison, in tune, stereotypical, girly (but from a time when it wasn’t an insult to call a certain 
behavior girly). cheerful workers at their workplace, they have very long pens which they point on their lips and then 
paint watch dials with them, continually. the girls’ song goes on until it drives eben byers mad. 

radium girls: 

we’re young, we’re young, young 
so young 
we’re young we won’t know what’ll 
occur when it occurs 
texas tommy, lindy hop, swing and tango 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 59 
 

foxtrot, toddle, gentle waltz, feet together 
(sometimes) 
we’re young, we’re young, young 
we sleep alone 
(sometimes) 
texas tommy, lindy hop, swing and tango 
foxtrot, toddle, gentle waltz, feet together 
we’re young we won’t know what’ll  
happen when it happens 
we’re young we’re young, young 
so young 

 

1. byers’ family apartment 

eben byers:  

you always figure out one thing, but lose a thousand others 
i, namely, 
cannot see an orange when it’s falling down the tree 
for me it will either fall right this instant or it is already on the ground 
i, namely, 
cannot see far, no further than my hand 
since i have two of them, it becomes a problem 
i don’t believe in experiences, nor do i take gibberish about feelings too seriously 
i, namely, 
often laugh at myself when i hear the things i’m saying 
the words sound too serious to me, 
and i could say anything, i could replace any word with another  
they would eventually get to the same point 
i, namely, 
have a habit of watching her mouth as she speaks 
cos she has nice lips 
she moves them nicely and they kiss nicely 
i, namely, 
love beauty and i love the amenities which make my life easier 
i neither have a problem with my position, nor am i ashamed of my father 
no question in my mind whether all i do is right 
undoubtedly – it isn’t 
i, namely, 
am happy for having a body which is palpable 
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for having my own movements 
for having my own hair 
for having my own bones 
for having my own teeth 
and i only believe in my body 
i don’t believe in my feelings 
i don’t believe in my deeds 
i don’t believe in my ideas 
i don’t believe in reason 
i don’t believe in my words 
i, namely, 
know that a memory of a moment is always weaker than the moment 
i know physical touch is the only thing i can claim 
truly exists 

byers, junior: 

i can spend twenty minutes in front of the mirror 
looking at my facial features 
trying to find the changes 
trying to realize what my eyes give away 
trying to catch my own lines 
two shallow wrinkles between the eyebrows 
which will one day become as deep as dad’s 
he is still sitting in his armchair 
smoking a cigarette before he’s even finished another 
that man either understands everything or nothing 
he is capable of being silent longer than anyone else 
i’ll never understand him. 

mrs byers walks by eben, kisses him in passing, he stops her and kisses her passionately, she laughs. 

byers, junior: 

hence, i am here now 
on familiar ground again 
tastelessly framed paintings, without sense or order 
we’ve been sitting over five minutes, the three of us 
we haven’t spoken a word 
but it’s not uncomfortable, we simply function like that. 

mrs byers passes by eben again and whispers something to him, they kiss passionately again, byers senior watches them, 
mrs byers, leaves. 
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byers, senior: 

you shouldn’t make babies while there’s one already on the way 
if you have the need, resolve it somewhere else 
you will later be disgusted by the child 
(i have been silent for long, so i said that to him 
just to say something, that’s what fathers do) 

eben byers and byers, junior look at each other and laugh. 

eben byers: 

did you hear that? 

byers, junior: 

i think he said it to you 
my wife, besides not being pregnant, 
and not being my wife 
is not even my girlfriend anymore. 

eben byers: 

that gets easily forgotten. 

byers senior offers cigarettes to his sons, they both take them. cigarettes and armchairs, comfortable, expensive, bulky 
and glamorous, are the only stage props. 

byers, junior: 

i don’t know if i’m lonely or in love 
it just happened 
i used to live with a friend above the 110th street 
(but actually, i often slept with a girl) 
(simultaneously, i also often slept with another girl) 
(and i wanted to sleep with five or six more, maybe even seven) 
essentially, it all doesn’t matter 
what’s crucial is that i am capable of loving two individuals 
(or five, six, maybe even seven) 
but they cannot understand that 
so i lost my real girlfriend 
and then i also lost my second girlfriend 
who wanted to be the first one 
(or the real one) 
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but i didn’t want her to become the first one 
(or the real one) 
then, i was scared my life would be taken to the extremes with the first girl 
and then i was scared to make the second girl first 
because my life would’ve inevitably been taken to the extremes with the second girl 
(and the fifth, sixth, maybe even the seventh) 
so i am alone now 
and it’s cute that i seem to have too much love in me 
so now i am not sure if i’m lonely or in love 
it seems to me that i would love most of all to get a kiss before bed 
but a kiss that doesn’t mean anything the next day 
or that doesn’t mean as much as to make me scared of things going to the extremes 
i lived alone for five years and now i’m back 
is that normal? 

eben byers: 

no. 

byers, junior: 

that’s all you’ve got to say – no? 

eben byers: 

you’re all skinny 
your beard is soft, but you’re growing it 
looks like grass, pubes 
all in all, you look quite bad. 

byers, junior: 

very often, i name things using big words  
fear of death, mortality, immortality 
fear of attachment, connecting, detaching 
fear of eternity, inhumation, time 
fear of conventions, molds, roads 
fear of freedom, will, reason 
fear of mindlessness, mania, sorrow 
fear of loneliness, ugliness, ageing 
fear of repetition, circling, around 
forward – backward, backward – forward 
circle 
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but maybe i’m just weak 
nothing more 
weak, transient, useless 
twisted, torn apart, tired 
actually 
it’s highly likely that i’m simply 
stupid. 

head down, sigh, expiration – air, head up. 

byers, senior: 

i used to argue if i heard such nonsense 
i’d want to beat the shit out of him in front of everyone 
when he speaks like a little girl 
but now it’s easier just to get up 
(therefore i got up) 
say goodnight and leave 
(therefore i left) 

byers, junior: 

goodnight, dad. 

mrs byers approaches eben again and puts her arms around his shoulders or at least something that might signify that. 

mrs byers: 

i think it has all started that evening when his brother came. he later told me he didn’t know what to 
do with him, that the kid, his brother, was lost and lethargic, that he’d always been like that, and that 
he was afraid he would do something stupid.  

my eben never spoke about himself, he never spoke much about others either, basically, he never 
spoke much, but he was always a good kisser. 

had he wanted to speak, he would have certainly spoken beautifully. 

anyway, that evening, he said that about his brother, so i memorized those words well, because it 
was rare for him to say anything sincere. 

i mean, it might have even been insincere, he was maybe just tired, i never really know with him. 

before he went to bed, he kissed me on the belly and said that we will be good parents, he and i, 
since i was freshly pregnant at the time. 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 64 
 

he wouldn’t sleep with me that evening, he didn’t want to start hating the child, he said. but i know 
the elbow he injured playing golf seven days ago has been hurting him for some time now. he’s been 
underperforming in bed ever since. 

it felt odd, but also he spoke oddly of everything then, i think he was sentimental because of the kid, 
his brother. 

mrs byers, that’s how the kid calls me. 

eben byers: 

it’s not abnormal 
it’s just stupid to look so unwell because of it 
keep your head up, this too shall pass 
alright, kid? 

byers, junior: 

you really think it’s not crazy too feel this 
fear of death, mortality, eternity – 

eben byers: 

please, stop 
you’re embarrassing yourself. 

 

2. after golf. at the physician william j. a. bailey 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

it’s true, he came to me around five o’clock in the afternoon, with a pain in his left elbow. the elbow 
is a complex joint consisting of three bones – one in the upper arm and two in the forearm. 
considering its structure, it allows movement on two planes: flexion / springing, as well as rotation 
of the forearm. the scope of the flexion / springing is 0 to 145 degrees. several large muscles, such 
as biceps, triceps, the flexors and the extensors of the forearm, as well as larger tendons meet in the 
elbow. 

while speaking, he is examining eben byers. 

the main ligaments which connect the bones of the elbow are: medial (ulnar collateral ligament), 
lateral (radial collateral ligament) and the annular ligament. these ligaments provide stability to the 
elbow during movement. 
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he looks at eben byers, then strongly squeezes his elbow. 

the elbow is exposed to injury and damage, both for its structure, and for the fact that it is one of 
the larger joints in one of the more active parts of the body. the tendons are most frequently 
exposed to injury, which can cause a so-called tennis elbow or golfer’s elbow. 

he squeezes the elbow so violently that eben byers screams. 

eben byers: 

what’s that for?  

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

however, in spite of the fact that eben byers actually played golf seven days ago, at the yale golf 
course, his injury was not caused by playing golf, as he claimed. he, actually, as i heard from a female 
patient, fell off the bed on a train, during sex acts with the aforementioned lady. 

william looks at him and let’s go of his elbow. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

fool. 

eben byers: 

i cannot move my elbow 
i feel helpless and old 
it is neither broken nor cracked 
it has just decided to hurt 
it influences all of my 

pause 

daily activities 
i cannot lean on it 
and so far i haven’t been able to lean without it 
a pain, a quite small, insignificant pain 
can add twenty years to a man 
but not in experience. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

so far, i have taken forty-five years from this world, and gave it as many. my family has never walked 
past waldorf/astoria, let alone went in. they never had gin and tonic at club 21 on the 52nd street, 
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they do not know what art deco is nor do they listen to duke ellington. in the end, my brother has 
died of typhoid fever in 1917, my mother and father are presumably no longer alive, and even if they 
are, they are too far away. i, therefore, have no motive except for paying back for these years i have 
taken from the world by giving something more. people have said a lot and they still do because i am 
not one of them, but i am around them. 

eben byers: 

mr bailey! 
oh, mr bailey! 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

mr byers? 

eben byers: 

mr bailey, oh, mr bailey 
how do we make this pain go away? 

they both laugh. eben byers pulls bailey by his coat. 

eben byers: 

mr bailey, imagine if my other arm was also healthy. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

yes, mr byers and i have been friends for some years now, i am a physician of his golf team. our 
relationship, i might be at liberty to say, is based on trust. i treated him, and he trusted me. he was 
my friend and patient. 

eben byers laughs. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

nothing’s ever enough for you, is it? 

eben byers: 

i just want this to pass, that’s all 
to become me again 
the me that i know 
that you know 
that others know 
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to become me again 
the same me that i always was 
that i will always be 
(you will agree that this is just an empty phrase 
both of us know to be untrue and impossible on so many levels 
but you understand me, my dear willy, 
that’s what’s most important) 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

i recommended the thing i use myself. a bottle of radithor a day. i also recommended the same thing 
to all the employees of the bailey radium laboratories of east orange, new jersey. i built all of this on 
my own. and you? what have all of you built? new york? i don’t think so. mr byers was different 
from you lot. 

 

radium girls 

2.0 

radium girls:  

our ancestors are 
black, portoricans, filipinos, irish 
our future husbands are 
tanned, disjointed, immobile 
after the war, labor remained 
after the labor, hunger remained 
a job for us 
which requires a gentle hand 
a gentle hand and a soft touch 
which requires moist lips 
beguiling eyes 
a job for us 

grace fryers: 

i was born in 1899 in new jersey. 

eighth of nine siblings. 
my sister, ninth in row of nine siblings – 
adelaide (that’s her name) worked with me in new jersey. 
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we painted watches, there was a lot of girls there. 
for the watches to get the glowing effect, 
we would have to point pens on our lips. 

pens soaked with radium. 

my sister, adelaide, used to yap a lot. 

she was yapping so much she gave everyone headaches. 

she got fired for it. 
i worked – 

they interrupt her. 

radium girls:  

a job for us 
from new jersey and illinois 
from the suburbs of the suburbs 
from the end of the canal 
where sand gets in your eyes 
faster than the wind blows. 

grace fryers: 

i worked orderly, i was getting paid orderly. 

after some time, i felt strong headaches. 

then my jaw started to hurt. 

that’s how it all began. 

 

3. eben byers and mrs byers 

later, byers, junior as well 

mrs byers: 

a month passed. my eben really became his old self. he drank three bottles of radithor a day, in the 
morning, during the day and in the evening. i would always see him take it in the morning, not so 
often during the day and then i started not seeing him in the evening again. 
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he moves somewhere, he’s a man who always moves, he says, when he is not moving it’s like he 
doesn’t exist. 

mr physician, on the other hand, is a real faggot, i must say. a horrible man. a fraud. i told this to 
eben. it gives me chills when i see him. even now. 

i know all of my eben’s adventures. he would never hide, he just asked of me to understand. 

he is convincing. 

and i can understand anything because i love him. 

i just don’t know what to do with it. 

eben byers: 

you still have time to think about everything 
i won’t make you do anything, i’m merely suggesting 
birth is the beginning of death; this truth is confirmed by everything in the nature 
it is too obvious 
making love in order to continue the species is 
only and exclusively 
the result of mortality and corruption in nature and simultaneously 
the victory of the principle of death 
to strengthen the gender through love means to strengthen the ampleness and the perfection of 
individuality 
to achieve eternity 
the good infinity 
to make love for the species, for creating a family 
means to diminish individuality  
to achieve the imperfectly mortal in time 
the bad infinity. 

mrs byers: 

basically, he wanted them to cut me open and bye bye baby. 

my old eben was back. 

eben byers: 

only an insufficiently beautiful and insufficiently perfect moment 
should be replaced by another 
what you and i have is beautiful enough and perfect enough 
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it isn’t at a hundred percent because that would be impossible, otherworldly 
but it is perfect enough, you must agree 
everything perfect and endless is beautiful in itself, reaching eternity  
is not shared 
is not continued by giving birth to the imperfect parts of yourself 
we do not want little, imperfect, you and me 
we want us, the way we are, complete 
you don’t want to be a positivist who knows no other love than the fertile one 
who only acknowledges the gender that procreates 
our love is both spiritual and physical, even when we fuck we don’t fuck because we’re making 
babies 
but because we love doing it 
because we feel each other’s bodies, touch, sensations 
we feel the physical presence, the coupling, the fullness 
you and i fuck out of love and pleasure, not out of need to continue the species. 

mrs byers: 

every time he cums and lights up a cigarette he says that he wants to make babies. 

as if he’s some kind of an artist. tailor. carpenter. 

to make babies. 

like it is a sweater you sew.  

a ball you inflate. 

like it is a completely different movement of the hip. 

completely different sexual position. 

eben byers: 

i’m afraid you suffer from the illness  
called the fetishism of love 
(but you’re not alone) 
that disease manifests itself so that the object of love 
is not a complete person 
not a living organic personality 
but a part of a person 
a fraction of personality 
for instance 
hair  
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arms 
legs 
head  
lips 
they induce senseless infatuation and so the individual part 
separated from the whole 
turns into a fetish 
and so a sense of personality is lost 
individuality is not visible. 

mrs byers: 

he told me that he fell in love with me because i looked good with a ring, like a real woman. 

because i have soft hands. 

because they calm him down. 

because i know how to wrap a gift. 

because i know how to stop pain. 

he told me that he fell in love because he enjoyed my every touch. 

in short, he told me that he fell in love with me because it seems as if i won’t let him go, even when 
he lets me go and that he would always be able to return to these hands. 

a true romantic, isn’t he? 

eben byers: 

the great purpose of love is destroyed by the fetishism of love 
(where i most certainly include the continuation of the species as well) 
by losing the sense of one’s own personality and the sense of the other (your) personality 
say, you and i 
you and i are so close 
and yet each of us is lonely 
only the force of love can take us out of that loneliness 
but not the force of disintegrating love, the love of splitting 
but the love which feels the completeness of personality 
then we shall love not for creating a family 
which is always egotistically closed 
opposed to the world 
which swallows personality 
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absorbs 
but for the amorous – mystical unity 
or if you permit 
for love which is enough by itself 

mrs byers: 

i have always wondered if i preferred the happy eben or the sad eben. 

when he is sad he says nice things, when he is happy he says ugly things. 

although, nicely wrapped. 

i did not care what he was saying then, i was glad he was back. 

that his elbow didn’t hurt anymore. 

that he can kiss me. 

it was important that it was eben. his arm, his leg, his body. 

here, somehow, suddenly, byers junior appears, drunk. it would be good if everyone would be on the stage all along, so i 
think that the two actors now become aware of the presence of the third. 

byers, junior: 

i make one step 
i wish someone would hold my head 
up 
i wish someone would stop me 
i’m stupid 
i wish someone would teach me when a man needs to be strong 
brave stable reliable 
i make one step 
mistake 
mistake 
another mistake 
and i haven’t even made the second step 
a balloon quite a small imperceptible balloon 
it is not hard to notice such a balloon 
it is so small and imperceptible 
a cloud quite a small imperceptible cloud 
it is not hard to notice such a cloud 
cunt cunt cunt 
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everything i set in motion just spins in my head 
and i can’t sleep 
i can’t not sleep either 
i can’t be alone 
i can’t be with others either 
i just return and i retrieve every hole 
logical error emotional callosity anomaly  
i need a friend 
a lot of them 
a different friend every night 
but all the same 
to sit and listen until i finish 
one friend would be stupid 
he would already know all my stories 
a good friend just to exist 
nod his head and to continue doing it as much as i need it 
a person quite a small imperceptible person 
to teach me everything they know 
a conversation quite a small imperceptible conversation 
which would change it all 
which would change me 
which would teach me 
which would make me see things differently 
cunt cunt cunt 
an event quite a small imperceptible event 
which would give me purpose 
which would make me see us differently 
which would make me believe in the reason to believe 
a miracle quite a small imperceptible miracle 
of which i would be a part 
i don’t need her nor the other one nor the third 
just a small really small 
just one miracle  
something 
anything no matter what just that nothing null a worthless bureaucratic conundrum a little hole in 
memory a cow on a cliff a child in velvet a man in white a letter on a letter three times a night one 
two four jump jump over jump on anything a smack a hook punch a weight a well deep inside untill 
the end and then a well again deeper inside a weight in the water way down quite a small 
imperceptible bottom where i learned how to breathe. 

 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 74 
 

mrs byers: 

my eben went down to the living room afterwards to fix himself a drink. he found his brother sitting 
there with an empty bottle. 

they spoke about something, and then the kid started crying. eben tried to calm him. but couldn’t, 
the kid was kicking like a cow. 

i don’t know what that child’s problem is. he is twenty-three years old. he cannot contain himself. 
like he is the only one with problems. 

eben hugged him, but the kid kept kicking and so he knocked down the empty bottle. it fell on the 
floor and shattered.  

their father was standing upstairs, he got out of his room to see what was going on. the two of them 
did not see him, but he was looking at them shaking his head. 

byers, senior: 

i built this town 
everything that’s made out of iron came from my men 
from my factory 
and for whom? 
in fact, it perfectly doesn’t matter 
i’m tired 
and i just wanted to sleep 
i am over sixty years old and not many things are going to change 
therefore, it just doesn’t matter for whom i had built this town 
since it’s not for myself. 

mrs byers: 

when he saw me, mr byers slowly approached me and the two of us watched those two fight 
downstairs. or whatever they were doing, i don’t know. 

he smiled and kissed me on the forehead. 

byers, senior: 

i wish i had a wife again 
young 
but i also wish i was young 
i would be no good to her like this 
if my wife was alive i would gladly be old in front of her 
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but in front of a new one 
no reason 
i’d only get older. 

mrs byers: 

he went to his room and i stayed alone. suddenly i felt i would also be old once. if i get old with 
someone, that’s fine, sharing the old age.  

if not, what then? 

i cannot share the old age with someone i hadn’t shared youth with all of a sudden. 

all in all, my eben couldn’t look at his brother in that state anymore.  

the kid was completely distraught, like a little girl.  

he recommended him a bottle of radithor a day.  

he said it had helped him. 

shortly after, the kid became ill.  

 

4. eben and byers, junior 

they are climbing onto a lookout, a clearing. the weather is nice. they are panting all along. the dialogue is like a game 
of associations. quick. they’re catching each other’s thoughts, continuing them. 

eben byers:  

in an airplane. 

byers, junior: 

on the rocks. 

eben byers: 

parking lot. 

byers, junior: 

in a pool. 
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eben byers: 

on a train. 

byers, junior: 

and? 

eben byers: 

that’s how i messed up my elbow. 

byers, junior: 

i thought it was playing golf. 

eben byers: 

after playing golf. 

byers, junior: 

hotel room. 

eben byers: 

as usual. 

byers, junior: 

but this one was filthy. 

eben byers: 

the girl? 

byers, junior: 

the room. 

eben byers: 

in a bar. 

byers, junior: 

which one? 
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eben byers: 

there were many. 

byers, junior: 

i’ve never done that. 

eben byers: 

only the most expensive in a bar. 

byers, junior: 

c’mon. 

eben byers: 

we’re almost there. 

byers, junior: 

i’m dead. 

eben byers: 

you hear it? 

byers, junior: 

what? 

eben byers: 

nothing. nothing to be heard. 

byers, junior: 

scary. 

they’ve climbed the top of the clearing. a view extends in front of them. everything is so quiet. nice. no one around. you 
cannot hear anything. they watch and let this moment last longer than usual. 

byers, junior: 

i always thought noise kept me alive 
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that’s why all the apartments i lived in were above the clubs 
so i could hear the noise in the night 
anything 
screaming music police sirens a weeping woman 
i hope that will change at some point 
that i will learn to live with silence. 

eben byers: 

shall we go? 

byers, junior: 

no, it’s nice now. for the first time since i came back. 

eben byers: 

i don’t know what to tell you. 

byers, junior: 

you don’t have to tell me anything. 

eben byers: 

how are you? 

byers, junior: 

what’s wrong with you? 

eben byers: 

i want to tell you something. 

byers, junior: 

what? 

eben byers: 

i don’t know. 

byers, junior: 

let’s say you’ve said it and i’ll listen. 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 79 
 

eben byers: 

to what? 

byers, junior: 

to what you wanted to tell me. 

eben byers: 

you know what i wanted to say? 

byers, junior: 

i don’t. 

eben byers: 

then we’ll say i told you something. 

byers, junior: 

i will certainly listen to something. 

eben byers: 

besides, anything i’d say would be stupid. 

byers, junior: 

take care and be good? 

eben byers: 

and that i’m glad you’re here. 

byers, junior: 

it is stupid. 

eben byers: 

i told you so. 

byers, junior: 

well, i knew you wanted to say something like that. 
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eben byers: 

i’m your elder brother, i should say something. 

byers, junior: 

like an advice? 

eben byers: 

something like that. 

byers, junior: 

no need. 

eben byers: 

alright. 

byers, junior: 

just a bunch of nonsense and commonplaces. 

eben byers: 

but you are alright? 

byers, junior: 

i am. 

eben byers:  

that’s good. 

pause. 

byers, junior: 

on the roof. 

eben byers: 

what? 

byers, junior: 
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i fucked on the roof. 

eben byers: 

c’mon? 

byers, junior: 

it was lively 
exciting 
unusual 
it was better 
than the act itself 
i fucked on the roof 
my foot slipped 
she laughed 
i thought i was going to skin my dick 
it was good 
i didn’t skin it 
i couldn’t come 
i guess because of all the excitement 
i fucked on the rocks 
in a pool 
in a hotel room 
but the best fuck was on the roof 
she said i was an animal 
a bull 
a machine 
she said i was all kissable 
it was really good 
the best 
better than the act itself 
i fucked on the roof  
very well. 

the moment lasts longer than usual. longer than the previous moment which lasted longer than usual. a movement, a 
turn, a small thing. something unexpected. like the first snow. in front of them a wasteland, a landscape, sigur ros. 
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radium girls 

3.0 

still singing, working – however – not so much in unison, not so much together. the choreography is slightly disfigured, 
they keep losing the rhythm. like they are lagging behind. 

grace fryers: 

so, my sister adelaide was fired for yapping. 

it’s so funny, said a cousin of mine while i was sitting as a flower 
it’s so funny that a person who fucked up (my sister adelaide) 
will be the one that’ll live to a ripe old age 
while the one who was good (myself), by the look of it, won’t. 

radium girls: 

we close our legs 
when they look beneath 
we’re waiting for the right one 
we’re waiting for the pure one 
at work, when we have to 
we accept the paws of 
the fat 
oldfangled boars 

edna hussman:  

my name is edna hussman, i was born in 1901 
sometime in may, just when the allergies start. 

from an irish mother and an american father. 

i worked in a luminate company  
on the outskirts of new jersey and i used to know grace. 

i heard she had pain in her jaw. 

i had no reason to believe that one day 
i will have pain in mine too 
and then – 
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katherine schaub:  

katherine schaub, nice to meet you. 

a bit younger than edna. 

born in 1902, a bit older than grace. 

we were all the same age, between 18 and 20. 

the little flappers, as they used to call us on the shore. 

i would avoid edna and grace a little bit. 

they said the pain in their jaws was contagious. 

i hadn’t seen them for a while, but then i also became 
one of those 
contagious ones. 

radium girls:  

as one of us goes 
another comes 
as another comes 
one goes 
we would go and come 
come and go 
they knew our first 
or last names 
never both 
as they learn one 
another comes 
as they learn the other 
yet another comes. 

quinta maggia mcdonald: 

i owe my absurd name to my poor mother 
who gave birth to five daughters 
my mother’s name was maggia 
my name comes from hers 
quinta maggia 
that is – the fifth maggia 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 84 
 

born on valentine’s day, by definition – romantic 
by the calendar – in love with advertisements 
i was attracted by an ad 
“good wages for fast workers” 
i didn’t care for the jaw pain 
i’ve always hated doctors 
but when i realized that my friends and i 
share the same pain 
we decided to do something and we – 

grace fryers:  

i was the first one to feel the jaw pain. 

we asked for a doctor – 
they sent one from the company. 

we asked for a doctor – 
we didn’t get another. 

we asked for a lawyer – 

edna hussman: 

and, as it turned out, 
we found a lawyer 
but no sooner than two years after the first pain. 

radium girls:  

our watches glow in the dark 
far around the joints 
our time glows in the dark 
glows glows glows. 

 

5. around the funeral – after, before, during, mixed 
everyone – except for byers, junior 

eben byers: 

i could have told him 
- 
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but i also could have said something else 
or something different 
it wouldn’t have changed anything 
i could have told him when we were sitting up there 
- 
but i didn’t have to 
it wouldn’t have changed anything 
eventually, it all comes down to a possibility 
just a possibility 
(and that is enough for us) 
to say something about today 
it could all end there 
to say something about the weather 
about love 
about a sports game 
about art 
about all these banal and trivial things 
and when we no longer have the possibility 
then there is no longer a reason 
to say anything. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

in all times and places, human beings have, basically, organized their lives so that they can live with 
others. this young man had returned to his family home, but he did not feel the family in it. he did 
not know what he wanted. liberal individuals undoubtedly have narcissistic sides, but the others are 
important to them. when he left his apartment above the 110th street, he did not have to return to 
his family home. he did not even return because of the family, but in order to not be alone. the fear 
of solitude is deeper than the love towards others, and that fear must be overcome so that a man 
could live happily. however, it is now too late for someone to tell him that.  

mrs byers: 

when he died, and he died quite suddenly, he just fell from a chair and died, highly unexpectedly, he 
caught me off guard, i couldn’t sleep for a long time.  

the kid, john byers, was only three years my junior, and i felt like i was ten years older than him. 

when he died, nobody in the house cried. 

that is, i was the only one who cried. 

in the end i don’t know if i cried because nobody else did or because a young person had died. 
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john byers. i would imagine the world without john byers, and i could imagine the world without 
such a name. his initials: j. b. i can easily imagine the world without dorothy byers. that is, adams, 
which was my maiden name. 

but i cannot imagine the world without the man i had met. i cannot imagine the world without 
myself. 

he is not only john byers. i am not only dorothy byers, nor adams. 

he just died so suddenly, i don’t know how that happens. just like that. poof and that’s it. doesn’t 
make any sense. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

maturity is, before all, a precondition for solitude. it is clear that mr byers, junior, was not mature 
enough. the results have shown that his body was quite weak for such a young man. you have seen it 
yourself. he was drinking. you know what they use above the 110th street, so i guess i don’t need to 
explain it to you. instead of going there and arresting those responsible for his death, you are 
interrogating me in my factory, a legal factory, with squeaky clean state-issued documents. you are 
calling the state into question with this. 

mrs byers: 

people can certainly die suddenly, but it’s not that common. you think you would never get into a 
situation where something uncommon happens to you or someone close to you. 

time flows, you participate in it, you don’t impede, you make arrangements, plans, drafts. 

all of that cannot just vanish suddenly. 

if it wasn’t for that doctor, as he called himself, how could the state even allow him to open a 
factory, that man was imprisoned for fraud and everyone knew that, kicked out of harvard, that 
man, william j. a. bailey is a fraudster and you let him, you as a state, let him work, let him be an 
important citizen. him and his potion. 

no one dies just like that. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

he died from the effects of cocaine and alcohol. not radithor. had it been from radithor, i would have 
long been dead. in that case, you would have no one to interrogate and your claims would be well-
grounded. but they are now just a bunch of rubbish of which i am a living proof. or are you going to 
question my life as well? 

light only on byers, senior, eben byers and byers, junior. this is their moment when only the father speaks. byers, junior, 
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clearly, cannot hear. he is dead. eben byers, clearly, does not listen. he only watches his younger brother. 

byers, senior: 

tiredly, like giving a speech, without expression 

we change, our bones change, our language changes 
in endless time, changes change, atoms change 
in endless time, the world will inevitably happen again 
you will be born out of your mother’s womb again 
your skeleton will grow again 
you’ll make the same mistakes again 

he stalls. disconnectedly. desultorily. 

(at the front door when you broke… and i… 
in front – there, there where i couldn’t do better 
and then when you swam – fast, and your mother… 
when you couldn’t swallow a candy, so we turned you upside-down 
to spit it out) 

he continues normally. 

you will live all the moments up to this one again 
but you might just once turn left  
instead of right 
or right instead of left 
you might sleep longer than you should one morning 

he stops. silence. continues, with difficulty. 

i will try to… 
train my brain to save my memory 
to not be feeble-minded 
but i know i will know you through simple examples: 
when you laughed most beautifully (in front of the house, while…) 
when you lost your first tooth (all others fell out the same) 
when you – 
until we meet again in this circle 
i will remember each smile by the one  
when you laughed most beautifully 
and we are left with nothing else but to live 
as we would want to live all over again. 
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6. time jump, everywhere – 
first signs of putrefaction 

mrs byers: 

he would pretend he understood everything. people considered him a well-mannered man. with 
strong arms. piercing eyes. he could say anything he wanted to me. in spite of everything, my eben 
was never forgetful. 

he’s now begun to not notice. to forget. to neglect. to jump into another world. 

he’s begun to not see me. 

he didn’t notice i had kept the child. he forgot i was pregnant. he forgot to flush after peeing. 

sometimes, in the night, when he sleeps at home, he twitches and his hand slips down there. he 
kisses me. and then, like an animal – 

but then i realize he is sleeping, that he is not himself in that moment, that he doesn’t do that 
consciously. 

he doesn’t see me consciously. 

eben byers:  

ecstatically  

a man must work 
that is a fact so simple i don’t know  
how i managed to miss it 
no, i know 
meaning always comes at the end of every meaning 
i am, of course, capable of imagining 
all the ways to limit my pleasures 
but that’s a wasted effort 
let’s say 
when i travelled to europe 
when the train was passing through big dutch cities 
my gaze would dive into the exteriors of well-lit houses 
without curtains 
houses where everyone is preoccupied by their own intimacies 
even then i could perceive the essence of a family 
or in hamburg when i walked by the windows in which  
women were smoking and waiting 
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what i saw was the essence of prostitution 
but as soon as i would get behind a window, behind that glass 
as soon as i would get to the other side 
behind the dutch illumination and family 
behind the hamburg blindedness and prostitution 
i would wish to be in the other place 
from holland to hamburg 
from hamburg to holland 
no, it’s clear 
a man must work and so now i work 
there must be discipline 
houses must emerge somehow 
clothes must emerge somehow 
iron must emerge somehow 
this city must emerge somehow. 

byers, senior: 

i made him the head of the factory 
when they were kids i taught them that they must work 
later, when my wife died 
i didn’t teach them anything 
since he died – 
i cannot look at him anymore 
i made him the head of the factory 
so he could sleep 
so he could stay awake 
i've accepted death 
i’ve accepted its inevitability 
since my wife died 
i have accepted that people would die 
and ever since, each thing i look at 
is just a function 
it just signifies a relation in nature 
a relationship 
it means something as long as it means something to me 
it signifies something as long as it signifies something to me 
poets used to clearly say: 
the helmet stand, the rock on the shoulders, the castle of the body = head 
the cliffs for words = teeth 
the sword of the mouth = tongue 
the apple of the chest, the hard acorn of the mind = heart 
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there are no clear relations today 
no clear borders 
everything that’s inside us is nothing but a function 
my function was to bring iron to this city 
i have done it 
there is nothing else to do 
i could live and i don’t have to live 
i made eben the head 
so he could find his function 
and stop looking for greater meaning in everything. 

eben byers: 

i have started working out every day 
i work out my torso 
thighs 
arms 
i do the usual exercises  
but, man, it’s good 
it’s so simple 
arm up, arm down 
leg up, leg down 
push up one, two, three 
i forced the workers to work out 
so when i get to work we work out together 
the workers and i 
i’m doing well 
i feel well 
stop asking me! 

mrs byers: 

i couldn’t catch him anymore. i have already mentioned he’s a man who always moves. but then he 
literally wouldn’t stop. 

it seemed he would move so much that he would just disappear. or start flying. 

he walked around, he wouldn’t come in the night, he wouldn’t stop murmuring for days. 

i worried. 

i’m afraid i asked him if he was feeling well so many times that he wanted to rip out my teeth in the 
end. 
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one night, when he was sleeping home and when he woke up in the middle of the night (as usual), 
he looked at me, piercingly, like he was checking if i were a human being. if he was dreaming. 

he would just repeat – 

eben byers: 

it’s my fault. 

mrs byers: 

hey, calm down, easy. 

eben byers: 

it’s my fault. 

mrs byers: 

i took him in my arms and calmed him. he was shaking, like he had fever all of a sudden. he fell 
asleep like that. 

the next morning when i woke up, he was already doing exercises. he had an inexplicably silly smile 
on his face. like he was a man carved out of stone. 

i asked him if he was alright. he said he was. 

eben byers: 

of course i’m alright. 

mrs byers: 

he didn’t remember anything from the previous night. 

eben byers: 

your belly has grown. you could start working out. 

mrs byers: 

he kept saying my belly was big, like i should shrink the child inside me. i didn’t know what to say. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

whad did she say about me, that i am a real fag? oh well. she’s a towny bitch, used to being well-off. 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 92 
 

used to everything belonging to her. she was born pretty, her life was planned even before she was 
born, she accepted all the rules, she loved her daddy, she cried on her mommy’s shoulder when she 
didn’t know what to do, but that’s fine. a serious fag and a fraud. alright. mrs byers is jealous, that’s 
why i like her. she’s jealous of what eben and i had. when he first came to me, he was pretty, young, 
bright. he had strength in his movement. he moved with ease. he would grab everything he could 
with ease. and everything he couldn’t. like apollo. he didn’t shy away from anything. 

when his elbow started to hurt, he was desperate. i wanted him to feel better. i wanted him to stay 
pretty, young, bright.  

we had what he never had with his wife. we had something that hadn’t been planned. something 
wild, that stands against… against everything his class implied. against everything that could be 
learned. against all the beaten paths.  

he and i were a challenge, feel free to write that down. 

radithor gave him everything. it allowed him to be pretty, young and strong. it allowed him not to feel 
the pain. it allowed him to be eben byers. reckless and insatiable. the only thing he could ever be. 

eben and william j. a. bailey, physician together in parties. exaggerated, like they are in a small castle in provence - 
château de lacoste. 

eben byers: 

i just do my head shake 
and i learn all the immigrant languages 
at least a word of each 
to say 
hey gorgeous 
i learn their soft spots 
chinks in their armors 
around the thighs and the tongues 
where there’s wood and moisture  
oh how i loved visiting those parts 
how i visited those areas 
i would forget the starts of those days 
i would forget what days even were 
i would forget who was whom 
i’d learn to spit in the distance three times 
but once a bit closer 
so they would sail towards me 
all the immigrants and the blacks from the south 
it is so simple 
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just two words 
hi gorgeous 
one two three four 
like teeth 
i pile them up 
i bite till they fall  
one man after another 
one woman after another 
i scrape them like limescale 
one two three four 
i hope they’ll always stay 
stuck together 
packed together 
that’s how they like me 
when my knee goes 
back and forth 
once under the bridge, brooklyn bridge 
once under the bowery, where the homeless are 
once on the fifty second, by the old astor 
say, my dear willy 
who would want to father his own children  
when he can father 
all others? 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

the therapy was going according to plan. eben was taking sufficient doses and he was recovering 
from the injury. we would sometimes go to the bars together, nothing too often, really. we’d drink a 
couple of drinks and part ways. he’d go to his home and i’d go to mine. 

i was really satisfied with the way his recovery was going.  

you could see he was getting his strength back. 

eben byers: 

i’ve tried them all 
the hard ones, like candy 
they melt in the mouth 
hard to bite through 
shrouded in long tunics 
skirts and garters 
cigars and black hats 
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half top, oxford, army 
(the soldiers would usually cry 
before we finish 
and many cried even before we 
started) 
a small woman 
with a double chin down to her tits 
i stick it all the way up to her vestibular system 
no air 
crippled profiteers 
old gramophone traders 
silverware makers 
railroaders 
my good willy 
take me to just another place 
to end the morning  
triumphantly. 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

eben byers really looked good at the time. we even had a game of golf, to celebrate his recovery. 

don’t make assumptions based on gossip, that is utterly frivolous and makes me question your 
integrity. 

i am forty-five years old. i could be your father, in some lower societies, but an older brother for 
sure. a man gets four opportunities in his life. one – when he graduates from the university, one – 
when he is medically in full strength, one – when he is in full wisdom and one – when he has 
nothing to lose. 

do you think i would make radithor to earn a diamond umbrella or a winning dog? i have already 
earned my money. 

radithor is my gift to the world. a gift to eben. a gift to youth, strength, beauty, fertility. 

simply – a gift to the essence of life.  

eben byers: 

i moved from skin to faux skin 
i moved to angels 
that look from above 
covering their eyes, but secretly peeking 
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through their sweet little fingers 
i moved from ordinary holes 
to sealed, open, stretched 
sewn, mutilated, stitched 
inverted, asymmetrical, hanging 
bushy, berry-shaped, muddy 
enthroned, immobile, retarded 
chipped, whole, sweet 
funny, routed, declassed 
porcelain, brownish, ocher 
yellow, sick, sour 
married, grieved, moribund 
some cheerful, some sad 
some grey, some feathery 
some in three minutes, some in three hours 
some with willy, some without him 
you would be seriously amazed 
by the multitude of different holes 
flowerpots, donuts, onion rings 
all in all, the world is magical 
its servants are magical 
the female companions and the angels above 
(they look more often, the gaps between their fingers 
are getting wider) 
they look and they say 
the world is big 
the world is beautiful 
the world is what you are 
and you are what is big 
and beautiful. 

long, intense orgasm. 

mrs byers: 

i knew many different ebens up to that point. and i always thought my old eben will be back. mine, 
whole and steadfast. 

i knew the happy eben and the sad eben. 

but i never knew eben happy in sadness. 

that eben horrified me. 
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eben byers: 

my jaw started hurting me all of a sudden 
when i moved my mouth 
when i took a bite 
it hurt 
when i ran 
when i made a step 
i felt pain 
and i – 

mrs byers: 

his jaw started hurting him all of a sudden. he no longer knew how to kiss. he could no longer laugh. 
i felt – i felt it was serious. 

eben byers: 

what’s happening to me? 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

nothing serious. it’ll pass. 

eben byers: 

my brother died. i gave him the thing you gave me. he’s dead. my jaw hurts. what’s going on? 

byers, senior: 

a few years back jan van ruysbroek 
was beatified 
i know that, i helped this church 
five years had passed after his death 
he had been dead for five years, that ruysbroek 
and then they exhumed him 
his body was intact and pure 
however, a tiny spot on his nose 
represented a reliable 
(regardless of how small) 
sign of decay 
a man cannot beat nature 
cannot beat god 
cannot beat the rules 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 97 
 

no matter how hard he kicks and resists 
therefore i now live and i wait to stop living 
there is nothing for me afterwards 
i am not waiting for salvation or enlightenment 
i am waiting neither for virgins nor for whores 
even this is too much for me. 

mrs byers: 

he had the same shadows on his jaw like the radium girls? radium girls? i don’t know them. alright, what 
does that mean? what does it mean to me that he had the same shadows on his jaw like the radium 
girls?  

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

it’s nonsense. besides, let’s not kid ourselves. you weren’t by their side when you were supposed to. 
now you’ve remembered the radium girls. please, the voice of workers is only heard by history, and too 
little time has passed for them to become history. 

 

radium girls 

4.0 

a song again, this time four girls are in unison, one sticks out – four girls at a low ebb, one at full strength. 

radium girls: 

our bones have become thin 
our touch rough 
and words dark 
our song has become silent 
movement slow 
bodies fragile 
our babies 
are stillborn 
our wombs 
are tombs 

albina maggia larice:  

i am a very small woman – just 4’6 
my name is albina maggia larice, i am quinta maggia’s sister. 
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mother really loved her own name, so she gave both of us her middle name. 

i am the oldest, born in 1895. 

i was the last to get sick, but i got the worst of it. 

maybe cos i’m so small, so the radiation spread everywhere straight away. 

a pocket venus. 

they used to call me benna. 

grace fryer: 

we waited two years to get a lawyer and finally, 
well, it was about time after two years, 
a man who represented us showed up 
but then, when we got to court 
our bones – 

edna hussman: 

our bones were so weak 
our bodies so fragile 
that we couldn’t lift our arms 
when we were supposed to take the oath 
we couldn’t even say a word 
when the judge asked us to make a statement 
we couldn’t even write a word 
when we were supposed to tell the truth. 

quinta maggia mcdonald: 

the truth is they told us we were sick 
of syphilis 
the truth is they said we were sick because we’re 
whores 
the doctors at the us radium corporation. 

radium girls: 

our positions were vacant 
our positions were filled by others 
portoricans, irish, blacks from the south 
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there wasn’t a word in the papers 
not a single page 
with our names 
not a single picture 
with our curls 
not a single evidence 
of our existence 
our words  
were pissed in the wind 
on the new jersey shore. 

 

7. byers, senior and eben byers 

eben byers in gauze, his bones slowly disintegrating, bandaged, he looks unsightly. byers, senior is changing his 
bandages. 

eben byers: 

you always figure out one thing, but lose a thousand others 
i, namely, 
cannot see an orange before it falls off a tree 
for me it will either fall right this instant or it is already on the ground 
i, namely, 
cannot see far, no further than my hand 
since i have two of them, it becomes a problem 
i don’t believe in experiences, nor do i take balderdash about feelings too seriously 
i, namely, 
often laugh at myself when i hear the things i’m saying 
the words sound too serious to me, 
and i could say anything, i could replace any word with another  
they would eventually get to the same point 
i, namely, 
have a habit of watching her mouth as she speaks 
cos she has nice lips 
she moves them nicely and they kiss nicely 
i, namely, 
love beauty and i love the amenities which make my life easier 
i neither have a problem with my position, nor am i ashamed of my father 
no question in my mind whether all i do is right 
undoubtedly, it isn’t 
i, namely, 
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am happy for having a body which is palpable 
for having my own movements 
for having my own hair 
for having my own bones 
for having my own teeth 
and i only believe in my body 
i don’t believe in my feelings 
i don’t believe in my deeds 
i don’t believe in my ideas 
i don’t believe in reason 
i don’t believe in my words 
i, namely, 
know that a memory of a moment is always weaker than the moment 
i know physical touch is the only thing i can claim 
truly exists 
but if i don’t have my body 
if i don’t have my teeth 
if i don’t have my arms to freely move 
if i don’t have a leg to lean on 
what then? 

byers, senior: 

life is never pretty; 
this watch is, let’s say, pretty 
a woman is pretty 
(when she’s pretty) 
new york is pretty 
parks covered in snow are pretty 
but life as a whole is never pretty 
it’s never as pretty as in youth 
so many sufferings and unnecessary suicides 
and, after all, bad literature  
would disappear 
if only young men knew that they are never gonna be so happy 
as they are in that moment of 
strength. 

eben byers: 

you’ve been talking a lot lately. 
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byers, senior: 

i’m just killing time. 

eben byers: 

i would sell my own father 
i would sell my own child 
i would sell my wife 
if i could have myself 
i can’t make plans for the future 
i can’t ask for future happiness 
everything i have is what i have now. 

byers, senior: 

stone skipping 
capital cities and fresh fish 
wheels and sunburns 
saint louis olympic games and a backboard in the yard 
golf clubs and long walks 
nothing 
a slap 
just a single slap when he was little 
it was spring 
it took just a single slap to split us apart 
for life 
c’mon, put it there. 

eben byers: 

i can’t lift my hand. 

byers, senior: 

okay, just stretch your arm. 

eben byers: 

i can’t 
i just don’t know how. 
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byers, senior: 

stop fooling around 
and speak clearly 
i can’t understand a word you’re saying 
you’re mumbling like an old man. 

eben byers: 

i have my own father changing my bandages 
as if i were a mummy 
bandaged, i can’t feel my skin 
i think i smell 
i see the paintings around me 
tastelessly framed 
i see that i have spent thirty years 
in the same house 
i know each corner 
each fork 
the bed where i had my first fuck 
and by the look of it 
the bed where i had my last fuck 
we’ve never been able to talk 
he and i 
it took a single slap 
besides all the golf clubs and capital cities 
it took just a single slap for me to spend my entire life 
hitting the breaks 
i am trying not to hurt him 
(and as he would say, i’ve always been hurting him) 
i’ve never seen him cry 
not even when mom died 
not even when grandpa died 
not even when grandma died 
not even when brother died 
not even when son died 
i will never understand him 
and i feel 
that i won’t reach the age of becoming 
him. 
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byers, senior: 

does it hurt? 

eben byers: 

a little. 

byers, senior: 

i can’t fight you anymore 
if you don’t give me your hand – 

eben byers: 

i can’t lift my hand! 

byers, senior: 

yes, you can! 

eben byers: 

alright, i can 
i don’t want to – to spite you. 

byers, senior: 

you think i’m a fool? 

eben byers: 

thanks for helping me, please – my bandages will… 

byers, senior: 

i don’t know how to do it? 

who did it when you were little – 
when it was cold 
what do you think – what…? 

eben byers: 

fine. 
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byers, senior: 

who – do you think, who – 
when you got stuck in the snow 
you think that 
what do you think? 

eben byers: 

just leave it. 

byers, senior tries one more time, but he simply doesn’t know how. he has never done any of it. he starts crying and 
moves away. he turns to mrs byers who shouldn’t be in the room, but is definitely onstage. he slaps her. 

byers, senior: 

where have you been all day? 

am i supposed to change his bandages? 

william j. a. bailey, physician: 

yes, i had the chance to see eben one more time. certainly, he was no more able to visit me, and i – 
well, i wasn’t really allowed to go to their house. however, i went there once when no one was 
around. i went into his room and saw him lying. wrapped in bandages. i must have stood at the door 
for at least three minutes, watching him. 

that certainly isn’t the man i know. 

he obviously heard me after some time, because i inadvertently had a louder sigh. he looked at me (i 
could only see his eyes) and mumbled something, i can’t even remember what anymore. 

eben byers: 

open the window, it stinks in here 
and my balls are already stale. 

 william j. a. bailey, physician: 

i couldn’t understand what he said, but i had to open the window because of the smell. his body was 
rotting. his bones were shrinking, disintegrating. 

when he spoke, it wasn’t the voice i knew. it simply wasn’t reaching my ears. it’s like he was on a 
completely different frequency from what my ear canal was used to. 
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it’s highly unusual that i couldn’t connect the voice with his body. every word he said (and he had to 
repeat each word three times for me to understand) couldn’t correspond with his body – the one i 
knew.  

couldn’t communicate with his name. eben byers. 

that name has a sound, it sticks. that name exists as long as there’s a reason for it to exist. 

people live as long as there is memory of them, as long as there are people to talk about them, write 
about them. i put my hand on his head (i.e. on his bandages) and left. i didn’t want to stain the 
memory of that man. 

beautiful man. with manly features. strong arms. back. agile. fast. 

eben byers = his body plus his voice. what’s under these bandages is just a man. any man. 

mrs byers: 

i counted to three, maybe even four and decided to stay silent about the slap. i entered the room and 
he said he needed to piss. i helped him. i took it out and… 

i looked into his eyes – he really had beautiful eyes. 

i had never noticed it, until then. 

eben buyers: 

no! 

don’t move your hand 
hold it a little longer 
just a little 
don’t let it go 
i just want to feel it 
please 
there 
it’s nice 
it’s really nice 

he can’t get it up. 

mrs buyers: 

i was eight months pregnant at the time, my stomach was swollen, i looked like a peach. a 
watermelon. i had healthy cheeks. like an apple. 
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he said he would lie like that for years just to get the chance to see the baby. he said he would lie like 
that for years, just to stay alive. 

then he said he would rather die than stay like that for years. 

then he said it would be best not to have the baby and that i should strangle the baby if i have it.  

then he said he wished it would look like him. if it were a girl. to look like me, if it were a boy. to 
have the firmness if it’s a girl and gentleness if a boy. nature would take care of the rest. 

then he said that life was a pile of shit and that he would sue his parents for giving birth to him 
without his permission. 

then he asked me to give him a handjob. 

or at least i think he said all of that, his voice was so thin that it was torture to listen to him, and it 
would have taken wisdom to understand him. 

afterwards he was silent and he stared into my eyes, like he saw them for the first time. he looked 
around himself. the wall. windows. paintings. clothes. books. wind through the window. a tree. an 
occasional cloud. 

he looked at me like he wanted to tell me everything. i prayed for him not to cry. 

i have never met anyone who hates life so much and who wants so much more from life, and who, 
simultaneously, loves everything.  

windows, paintings, the armchair, clothes, books, wind through the window, a tree, an occasional 
cloud. 

women, men, music, booze, cigarettes, bars, hotels, rich houses. 

nature, mountains, woods, rivers, oceans, streams, birds. 

the city, the streets, the trains above the 6th avenue, waldorf astoria, the stork club. 

politics, daily newspapers, sports, competitions, travelling. 

he was looking at me and i knew nothing matters, everything he’d ever said made no sense, 
everything that was his was always there, always just there, in the moment he was in, it was never an 
option for everything not to be there, not to be everywhere, in a long moment, which was nothing 
to him but a bubble gum, stretched from ear to ear, wrapped, stuck in hair, everything that is – is all 
there is, and all there is – is never enough. 
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eben byers: 

i remember when you  
were cussing up a storm 
in your mother’s cocktail dress 
i spilled your gin 
around your bellybutton 
you were soaked 
then you laughed afterwards 
when i had that german people’s rose 
in my mouth 
and i cut my lip in three places 
that’s when you first kissed me 
you kissed me 
all soaked in gin 
you didn’t give a flying fuck about the rose 
and i, the idiot, cut my lip in three places 
why couldn’t we stay like that 
a year after 
when we would forget to brush our teeth 
before going to bed 
why couldn’t that moment  
multiply and multiply 
just the feeling of that moment 
because then 
it was the only thing i needed 
it was enough 
you didn’t bother me with mundane things 
i didn’t know every mole on your body 
or every bump on your skin 
or every word that was coming 
in that moment 
there was only you 
drenched and soaked in gin 
me 
with a rose plunged into my lips 
(endlessly drunk and satisfied) 
and when you saw i was bleeding 
you didn’t worry 
you laughed 
looking at me pulling the rose out of my lips 
the rose from fat german people from the bronx 
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we could have stayed in that feeling 
maybe it would have been enough 
if we just didn’t meet each other further 
if we just didn’t known the routine 
the moves 
the handshake 
the threatening looks 
the smell under the covers when i fart in the morning 
fucking for the sake of fucking 
out of obligation 
if we only remained without the title of belonging 
to each other 
if you didn’t get the new name 
if you didn’t get the new role in the family 
that’s all you got and all i got 
two roles 
in one bed 
maybe it would have been enough 
maybe i wouldn’t have asked for the unfulfilled 
uneven 
crooked 
if we only stayed in that moment 
when everything was uncertain 
maybe it would have been enough. 

mrs byers: 

i’m sorry my love, i really couldn’t understand everything. are you hungry, let me bring you 
something. i like it when we have lunch together. 

eben byers: 

i said that – 

mrs byers: 

shhhhh, don’t tire yourself – i’ll bring you something to eat, you must have something, to get big 
and strong. 

silence. eben has given up. 
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eben byers: 

they wrote it’s going to be 
really hot tomorrow 
the hottest day of the year 
they say 
i’m scared i’m going to sweat 
and get even smellier 
that i’ll smell like 
an armpit 
i wouldn’t like that 
- 
c’mon, your hand, put it 
on my neck 
and hold it – tightly. 

eben byers exerts all of his strength in his hand to take mrs byers’ hand and put it on his neck, she twitches, refuses at 
first, but later realizes what eben wants and obediently squeezes until the only thing that’s left of eben byers is his jaw. 

mrs byers: 

shortly after, maybe a few weeks after, or maybe even days, eben died. it was expected. 

luckily, our daughter was born – she’s sleeping now, but she is the cutest thing. she is one year old 
now, and she’s already made her first step. lilly. 

lilly byers. 

eben would have been a wonderful father. but it’s better that lilly didn’t see him like that. she would 
have remembered him as a scarecrow. 

would you like to see her? she presses her lips, and clasps her fingers, and she even munches a little 
when she’s sleeping. 

are we done? i don’t know what else to tell you. 

byers, senior: 

so, the child was born 
there was no joy in me 
or rage 
or sorrow 
if lilly (that’s her name) 
learns from the start 
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that she doesn’t need joy 
or rage 
or sorrow 
she’ll survive. 

 

radium girls 

5.0 

radium girls and eben byers together. it’s dark, they’re dead, only their bodies glow. they shine.  

radium girls and eben byers: 

we’re young, we’re young, young 
so young 
we’re young we won’t know what’ll 
occur when it occurs 
texas tommy, lindy hop, swing and tango 
foxtrot, toddle, gentle waltz, feet together 
(sometimes) 
we’re young, we’re young, young 
we sleep alone 
(sometimes) 
texas tommy, lindy hop, swing and tango 
foxtrot, toddle, gentle waltz, feet together 
we’re young we won’t know what’ll  
happen when it happens 
we’re young we’re young young 
so young 
we’re young, we don’t know that we’ll  
be pop culture 
be pop culture 
be pop culture. 
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Sisters 
By Olga Ezhova 
Translated by Fiona Bell 

Olga Ezhova is fascinated by the violence that can develop from radical iterations of a political 
ideology. In Sisters, this Russian playwright turns her focus to trans-exclusionary radical feminism. The 
play’s three protagonists—members of RadFem—journey through trash dumps and forests to reach 
the princess. The plot is structured around three encounters with allegorical male figures (the Psycho, 
the Scientist, and the Boy), but the true conflict is the unsettled relationships between the women 
themselves. Even during the snappy dialogue, Ezhova hints at the immense hurt propelling each 
character’s violent radicalism. Ultimately, each woman's personal desires take precedence over the 
sisterhood's collective mission, and we see how selfishness prompts cruelty in people of every gender.  

Ezhova spent months following Russian radical feminist chat boards to research the group’s beliefs 
and lexicon. By exploring this corrupted form of feminism (with which many feminists are loath to 
share a name), Ezhova asks questions of the broader movement that many of us tend to ignore, for 
fear of jeopardizing it. In so doing, Ezhova challenges the prevailing view of Russia as a reluctant 
latecomer to feminism.  

One of Ezhova’s feats here is the creation of a new radical feminist lexicon. The protagonists use 
feminized nouns, like “liudini” instead of “liudi” (“people”). I assume Ezhova made this neologism 
by tacking on the Sanskrit feminine suffix “inī,” but the English “people” doesn’t offer up a similarly 
elegant variation. Also difficult is the diverse range of attitudes towards gendered nouns in feminist 
movements around the world. American feminists have largely rejected these (we say “waiter” and 
“actor” for people of every gender, instead of “waitress” or “actress”). In the play, the characters’ 
insistence on feminized language comes off as regressive to a contemporary American feminist’s ear. 
I’ve translated it as “peoplesses” instead of “people.” 

Even more difficult was Ezhova’s lexicon of slurs for men: “kun” (n.) “kuets-molodets” (n.) 
“kuemraz’” (n.), and “kueobraznyi” (adj.). She developed all these “ku” root words from the Japanese 
word “kun,” which is a diminutive form of “man.” But Ezhova also notes that these terms hint at the 
Russian word “khui,” (“prick”) which is sometimes even pronounced with a “k” instead of a “kh” 
sound in certain dialects.  

I didn’t want to transliterate the Japanese “kun” because in performance it might sound like the 
American racial slur “coon.” And, besides, I thought it would be better to find a word that hints at an 
already existing derogatory English-language word. I thought of “pigs,” but in a play with a fairytale-
like blurring of the animal and human, I decided it would confuse.  

A friend suggested that I relate the word to the male body, so I thought of “scrotes.” But that made 
me laugh, ruining the sinister sound of the one-syllable, etymologically ambiguous “kun.” I wanted 
something cultish and creepy. Another friend reminded me that Ezhova took a word from Japanese, 
so I could, in turn, take a word from Russian and continue the chain of foreign-language neologisms.  
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I thought again about why “kun” worked so well—it was its kinship to the Russian “khui.” I finally 
decided that “hoon” mimicked the sound well, combining the Japanese and its Russian shadow. Then 
I realized that “hoon” is an Australian slang term for a reckless male driver. Though the sisters use 
“kun” to refer to men in general (rather than badly-behaved men), I was pleased with this word’s 
gendered, derogative history. Since my translation is in American English, I hope that “hoon” is 
strange enough to unsettle an audience of American-English readers.  

 

Olga Ezhova (b. 1986) is a playwright from Saint Petersburg, Russia. Her satire, Sisters, was featured 
at the 2019 Lyubimovka Festival for Young Playwrights. She has written several other one-act 
comedies and plays.  

Fiona Bell is a literary translator and scholar of Russophone literature. Her translation of Natalia 
Meshchaninova’s Stories received a 2020 PEN/Heim Translation Fund Grant. She is a PhD student in 
Slavic Languages and Literatures at Yale University. 
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SISTERS 

Olga Ezhova 

Translated by Fiona Bell 

Cast of characters:  

Manana 

Lana 

Heron 

The Psycho  

The Scientist 

The Boy 

 

1. At the Landfill 

Manana, Lana, and Heron, on different sides of the trash piles, stare at a spot in the sky.  

LANA: This is how Apocalypse Now started, remember?  

HERON: I was just about to say that.  

They listen as the sound of helicopters grows louder.  

MANANA: They’re here for the princess. 

LANA: What do you think? Bringing her presents?  

MANANA: No. I think they’re security. Not for her, of course. 

HERON: As if anything in this world was ever done for women’s safety.  

LANA: We’re gonna do something for it, Heron. Right now.  

MANANA: Now and for the rest of our lives.  

HERON (shouting over the helicopters): “I want to see a man beaten to a bloody pulp with a high-heel 
shoved in his mouth, like an apple in the mouth of a pig!”  
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MANANA: Stop it. Don’t attract attention.  

HERON (runs after the helicopters): Motherhood isn’t a privilege! Motherhood isn’t a woman’s 
obligation! Stop your lies!  

LANA: Heron, don’t stoop to their level. Don’t engage with people who aren’t worth it.  

HERON: Well, who’s worth it?  

MANANA: In any case, sisters, this place is full of  food, so we can fix ourselves a nice dinner before 
sundown. I propose we sleep here.   

HERON: Ew, there are rats here. 

LANA: You know, there are things even more disgusting than rats.  

MANANA: In fact, compared to hoons, rats are harmless and sweet.  

LANA: Well said, Manana. 

Manana, Lana, and Heron wander around the trash heaps gathering food.  

MANANA: Let me remind you, sisters, of  the main commandments of  our journey. Due to the 
numerous particularities of  our situation, violations of  these rules can lead to either a temporary 
boycott, or expulsion from our sisterhood, and also expulsion from the communities of  the RadFem 
paradigm. Do you hear me, Heron? 

HERON: Yes, Manana. 

MANANA: Good. In that case, rule number one. We don’t talk to anyone. We don’t volunteer our 
voices. We don’t offer help and we don’t accept it.  

HERON: That was a helicopter, though! It doesn’t count.  

MANANA: It counts. But since it’s the first time, I’ll let you off  with a warning. Give it some thought. 
If  that’s not enough, give it some more thought. Reflect.  

HERON: Huh, I guess that was pretty stupid of  me…  

MANANA: You understand now — that’s what matters. Rule number two. Woman to woman, we 
don’t insult each other, we aren’t rude, we don’t speak sarcastically, ironically, or in a backhanded 
manner. We don’t pick fights with each other, we don’t devalue each other, we don’t twist each other’s 
words unfairly. We do not justify or defend the patriarchy, sexism, or misogyny.  

LANA: Thank you, Manana, for reminding us of  such obvious yet important things.  
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MANANA: Rule number three… 

The Psycho appears. The girls fall silent. Pause.  

PSYCHO: Happy Birth Day!  

Manana, Lana, and Heron make to leave.  

No, don’t leave! Please… Wait… Stop… I won’t hurt you!  

MANANA: Heron, could you get a move on? We have to go.  

PSYCHO (grabbing Heron’s hand): Your name is Heron? Don’t be afraid.  

LANA: Hey, let go of  her.  

HERON: I have to go.  

PSYCHO: Stay and talk with me, please. Let’s just talk. They can go.  

HERON: I’m sorry… 

PSYCHO: No, you don’t get it. I haven’t eaten or slept, I’m afraid of  everything.  

HERON: That’s not my problem.  

LANA (to Manana): Are you just gonna stand there? 

PSYCHO: Heron, look at me. I won’t hurt you.  

HERON: Let go of  me, please. This is making me uncomfortable.  

PSYCHO: What are you all so scared of? Am I scary? (Laughs.) I’m sweet, very sweet!  

LANA (to Manana): Why aren’t you saying anything? Manana!  

PSYCHO: His sweet little hands, his sweet little feet… so tiny. Why don’t I kiss the bump? A kiss 
would make me feel better. And you won’t run away anymore. He stopped growing when you left. 
Not an inch bigger.  

HERON: I don’t understand what you’re talking about. I’m sorry.  

LANA: Listen, dipshit. You’ve obviously got a screw loose. You need to see a shrink. 

Pause. The Psycho laughs.  
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PSYCHO: It’s all happening again.  

HERON: What do you want from me? 

PSYCHO: Let’s go home. He’s not growing at all, you know. And he smells bad.  

HERON: Who is “he”?  

PSYCHO: Our little guy. Our son. What’s with you, honey? You were giving him a bath, remember? 

HERON: You’re confusing me with someone else. I’m Heron, not your wife… or whoever she was 
to you.  

LANA: Listen freak, who gave who a bath?  

PSYCHO: This one here. My wife. She was giving our son a bath. And he drowned.  

Pause.  

HERON: I’m so sorry.  

PSYCHO: Really? Cause I think you killed him on purpose.  

The Psycho starts hitting Heron. 

LANA: Don’t touch her!  

HERON: Fuck, he knocked out my tooth!  

Heron breaks loose and hides behind Lana.  

PSYCHO: She left, she ran away! And he was just lying there, all red.  

HERON: That wasn’t me, asshole! This is the first time I’ve ever seen you!  

LANA: How can you hit a woman! She’s weaker than you!  

PSYCHO: You shouldn’t have left. You shouldn’t’ve. The bathwater went cold. Why did you do it?  

Pause.  

I pulled him out, warmed him up. Rubbed his little feet, his little hands. A long time I rubbed him. I 
wrapped him in a blanket. Sat there, rocked him.  

HERON: Well, fuck… 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 117 
 

PSYCHO: And now look at me. This isn’t something you get over. People don’t do that.  

HERON (to Lana): Do you think he’ll do something to himself  now?  

LANA: If  he doesn’t, I will… Does it hurt? 

HERON: No, it tickles. I just had my tooth knocked out! 

PSYCHO: I’ve tried sleeping, but it all comes back in my dreams, you putting him underwater. He 
looks so happy there, underwater. I mean, he doesn’t understand what’s going on. And I’m watching 
this happen, but I can’t do anything, it’s like I’m glued to the spot. Tongue tied.  

The Psycho lies down on a pile of  garbage.  

I can’t eat because I don’t understand — I mean, how could this happen? Me eating, and he’ll never 
eat again. He’ll lie there cold. He’ll never grow. He’ll never make another sound. 

I wanted to warm him up. I thought — well, maybe that’s how kids look when they’re really cold. I 
thought he’d wake up. And that you hadn’t really left us. That you’d just gone out to get a onesie.  

HERON: Who are you telling this story to, hoon?  

PSYCHO: Or a towel.  

Long pause.  

HERON: Hey!  

Pause.  

(To Lana) Throw something at him. 

Lana pokes the Psycho with a stick.  

Is he sleeping or something?  

LANA: I mean, his eyes are open.  

MANANA: He’s dead.  

Pause.  

LANA: What do you mean, dead? Hey, scumbag, get up, wiggle your hooves!  

HERON: For fuck’s sake! He couldn’t have died before knocking out my tooth? 
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LANA (kicks the Psycho): Hey, get up! What do you think you’re doing lying down? This death is too 
easy! No fair!  

MANANA: His heart probably gave out.  

LANA (crying): Get up, get up right now! You drove a poor woman to kill a child! You have to answer 
for this!  

HERON: How do you know? Maybe it was an accident. 

LANA: Remember, Heron, when it comes to hoons, there are no accidents. Even if  he didn’t do 
anything physical, like raping or beating her, then he drove her to the edge psychologically. Tell her, 
Manana.  

MANANA: Of  course, Lana’s right.  

LANA: You don’t get an easy death. You deserve to suffer. We have to do something. We could 
dismember him somehow.  

HERON: Lana, what the hell? Leave him alone. Let’s go. He’s dead. That’s good enough.  

LANA: I can’t. He should’ve died some other way.  

HERON: He’s already suffered enough!  

Pause.  

I mean, he was obviously sick. Come on, seriously.  

MANANA: Heron, do I need to repeat the second rule?  

HERON: That’s not what I meant. I’m not defending him. But come on, clearly he’s out of  his 
fucking mind.  

MANANA: That doesn’t excuse the fact that he knocked out your tooth. And drove a poor woman 
to murder. However, I must admit, the fact it was a boy who was killed somewhat ameliorates the 
situation.  

HERON: Fine. Maybe that’s true.  

LANA: I could set fire to his body.  

MANANA: You could kill him again.  

LANA: What? 
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MANANA: He’s already dead — you won’t actually have his blood on your hands. But it’s your duty 
to stand up for your friend.  

LANA: I could strangle him.  

MANANA: If  that will make you feel better—more peaceful, joyful—then of  course, go ahead.  

HERON: He’s already dead, Lana. This is disgusting.  

Manana plays with the Psycho’s corpse.  

MANANA: Hey pumpkin, why so quiet? Cat got your tongue? 

LANA: Heron, you can be so weird sometimes. 

HERON: Fine, do whatever you want.  

LANA: You’re the one whose tooth he knocked out—it’s up to you.  

HERON: I’m just happy he’s dead.  

MANANA: How much longer is this gonna take? 

LANA: Okay, I got it. Let him die like his son.  

MANANA: Let’s find a washbasin.  

Lana finds a basin or a bucket in a trash pile. They fill it with water. 

LANA: All right, asshole, go forth to your scum-son! Let us perform the ablutions, for the good of  
the matriarchy!  

The girls undress the Psycho and put his face in the basin.  

That’s more like it.  

HERON: Now can we leave? 

MANANA: Lana, have you finished your Gestalt therapy? 

LANA: I feel fantastic!  

MANANA: Then let’s go, sisters.  

LANA: Herrie, your tooth!  
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HERON: Just leave it… 

Exit all.  

 

2. On the Road 

Manana, Heron, and Lana eat a snack on the side of  the road. 

LANA: So many mosquitoes. Manana, can I ask you a dumb question? 

MANANA: Of  course. And don’t call yourself  dumb. Remember, we don’t put ourselves down.  

LANA: Why didn’t you stand up for Heron when that chimp-man-zee grabbed her?  

MANANA: Personal safety.  

LANA: Uh huh… 

Pause.  

What do you mean by that? 

MANANA: I mean just that. I won’t put my life or my health in danger. 

LANA: Damn… and what if  Heron had been killed? 

HERON: Why are you bothering her? I don’t understand what the fuck you’re talking about. 

LANA: What? 

HERON: Fuck you.  

Pause. 

LANA: What’s going on? 

HERON: I don’t really get how, but you’re picking a fight with me.  

LANA: I didn’t even say anything to you. 

Pause.  

Heron, I’m sorry if  I provoked you.  

HERON: Sometimes I feel like you’re just pretending to be a woman. And you’re actually just a horny 
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piece of  shit.  

Pause.  

LANA: You cut me off.  

HERON: What? 

LANA: You cut me off  when I was talking about that asshole.  

HERON: What? 

LANA: What if  he was telling the truth? What if  you really are his former wife? 

HERON (mimicking her): What if  you really are a piece of  shit?  

LANA: What if  he wasn’t a psycho after all?  

HERON: I’ve never been with a man. I mean, I’m a virgin.  

LANA: Yeah, you tell everyone that. 

HERON: Do you want proof? 

MANANA: Sisters, this is your second warning. 

HERON: Great. (To Lana) If  I get blacklisted, it’ll be your fault.  

LANA: It’s about time we boycotted you.  

HERON: I heard how you laughed at my missing tooth.  

LANA: Heron, it’s not like that. 

HERON: Yes it fucking is! That’s exactly what people say when it is like that. With that exact smirk!  

LANA: I wasn’t laughing at you.  

HERON: Yes, you were. And now you’re falsely accusing me of  lying.  

MANANA (scratching her leg): Sisters, stop this fighting. Otherwise I will declare a boycott on you both.  

Lana and Heron stand frozen, watching Manana scratch her leg.  

LANA: Manana, excuse me, please, but… what the fuck? 

MANANA: What? 
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HERON: What the fuck, Manana? What’s on your leg?  

MANANA: Oh. It’s a... trophy.  

HERON: A bracelet? 

LANA: Look, it’s a men’s bracelet.  

HERON: Is that the Psycho’s?  

MANANA: Yes. But I wasn’t wearing it as jewelry. I’m telling you, it’s a trophy. 

HERON: So, basically for yourself ?  

MANANA: Yes. 

LANA: Manana, what are you talking about? 

MANANA: It’s just a bracelet.  

LANA: No, it’s not just a bracelet. It’s jewelry.  

HERON: Plus, it’s uncomfortable and heavy. 

MANANA: No, it’s not that heavy. 

HERON: Sisters don’t lie to each other.  

MANANA: I’m not going to justify myself. 

HERON: Lana, what is our stance on any and all beauty practices?  

LANA: They’re an addiction. You have to get clean.  

MANANA: I’m not addicted to any fucking jewelry!  

HERON: Lana, we should check her stuff. Look in her backpack to see if  there’s anything else. 

MANANA: Heron, don’t you trust me? 

HERON: Give Lana your backpack. 

MANANA: I’m not going to do that. And if  you insist, then I’ll have you expelled from the 
sisterhood. Do you understand? This is serious. 

HERON: I get it… 
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Pause. Lana grabs Manana, Heron rifles through her backpack.  

Well, what do we have here? Aha… (She pulls out a bead necklace) Manana, is this yours?  

MANANA: I don’t actually wear that! Lana, let go.  

LANA: Quiet… (To Heron) What else? 

HERON (she pulls out more jewelry): What a disgrace… 

MANANA: For the love of  Shulamith… 

LANA (letting go of  Manana): It seems to me, Manana, that we need to have a talk.  

MANANA: Fine, report me. 

HERON: No. No one’s going to tell on you. But you need to seriously reflect on what you’ve done.  

MANANA: I wear them purely for my own pleasure.  

LANA: Manana, you know better than anyone that no one does anything “purely for their own 
pleasure.”  

MANANA: I only put them on when I’m alone. So, for my own pleasure.  

HERON: You surprise me, Manana. This is genuine, grade-A patriarchy bullshit.  

МАNАNА: No. I have the right to wear jewelry when I’m alone. Self-love.  

LANA: We’re boycotting you, Manana.  

MANANA: You can’t boycott me!  

HERON: Boycott!  

Enter the Scientist.  

SCIENTIST: Happy Birth Day, girls!  

LANA: Great. This is where self-sabotage gets you.  

SCIENTIST (offering the girls some flowers): I heartily congratulate you on the impending birth of  the 
heir! 

LANA: That remains to be seen. 
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SCIENTIST: Could I trouble you for some water? I’m sorry, I heard your voices…  

HERON: Why the fuck are you giving us flowers, dude?  

SCIENTIST: Well, the holiday, after all… and you’re all so beautiful.  

Manana, Lana and Heron look at each other, then laugh. 

I’m a Scientist. I’m preparing a gift for the heir. I kind of  let myself  go and started working alone. I 
thought the deep woods would be the best place.  

HERON: Are you a sex offender or something?  

LANA: That’s a rhetorical question, Heron!  

MANANA: I want to remind you, sisters… 

LANA: And I want to remind you that you’re under boycott. 

HERON: What kind of  gift, Dr. Sex Offender? 

SCIENTIST: Hard to say… Basically, imagine an enormous capsule, plowing through space.  

HERON: What? 

SCIENTIST: A spaceship. Or a space plane. We can fly to different planets, land on the moon, see 
other worlds… a giant leap for mankind.  

LANA: Okay. So just another piece of  crap built to compensate for a small dick.  

SCIENTIST: What? 

HERON: Nothing, gramps, continue. 

SCIENTIST: Everything is nearly ready. The only thing I haven’t calculated is the food and water 
provisions. 

HERON: Watch out, we’ve got a professional over here.  

LANA: Listen, dude, do you understand that by giving women flowers, you’re highlighting your own 
masculine gendered socialization?  

HERON: Stop bullshitting us, why don’t you go beg from your colleagues.  

LANA: Chill out Heron, let’s have some fun with this.  
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SCIENTIST: I don’t understand.  

MANANA: We don’t have anything.  

LANA: Boycott! No talking!  

HERON: We’ll give you some water, grandpa. 

MANANA: Heron, how come you’re always so ready to fly the sisterhood’s coop?  

LANA (to Manana): Shhh! (To the scientist) If  you apologize, of  course.  

SCIENTIST: Me?  

HERON: Hey, man, are you really a scientist? You’re a little slow on the uptake.  

SCIENTIST: I just don’t understand what happened. 

LANA: Benevolent sexism isn’t admissible.  

SCIENTIST: I must’ve done something wrong.  

HERON: You were trying to bribe us, dude.  

LANA: Those flowers of  his were grown on the grave of  the patriarchy. 

HERON: We don’t need to be reminded yet again of  our place and social standing.  

LANA: “Sit still, be sweet and pretty.”  

HERON: Don’t make us feel like we’re weak and helpless. 

LANA: I mean, we understand the purpose of  all this emotional pressure.  

SCIENTIST: Oh my God… what is the purpose? 

LANA: Look at him, all wide-eyed.  

HERON: Poor little man. They all act like this when they’re confronted. 

SCIENTIST: I just wanted some water. 

LANA: You didn’t want to sleep with us? 

HERON: You weren’t looking for some free emotional, romantic labor in exchange for that stinky 
bouquet? 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 126 
 

LANA: You didn’t want to make the acquaintance of  three women?  

SCIENTIST: I was preparing a gift for the heir… I’m a scientist… I’m not against social interaction, 
but I haven’t finished my project yet…  

HERON: He’s not against social interaction.  

SCIENTIST: I don’t know what about me put all these ideas into your heads, but I’m truly sorry. 
Please excuse me. I don’t need any water. I’ll go into town and buy some there. 

LANA: For Shulamith’s sake… 

HERON: Manipulation, Lana! Pure, distilled, and bottled manipulation.  

LANA: What was this whole production for, then? Why didn’t you go to town in the first place? 

HERON: Because he lied. Hey, do people give you flowers? 

SCIENTIST: No, not usually.  

HERON: And why not? 

SCIENTIST: I don’t know. No reason, really. (He smiles.)  

HERON: Maybe you really didn’t know that this degrades women.  

SCIENTIST: If  I’d suspected that, I never would have brought you flowers. 

LANA: Fine. Why don’t you apologize and then have some water. 

SCIENTIST: Ladies, I’m very sorry. If  I can smooth things over… maybe I can help in some way? 
I can take you somewhere, or carry your things… are you also going into town? 

Pause.  

HERON: No, we’re just walking around in circles.  

LANA: This is unacceptable.  

SCIENTIST: Girls! I didn’t mean to offend you. If  I said something wrong, I’m sorry.  

HERON: What a jackass. 

SCIENTIST: Did I just say something else? What do you want? Can’t you explain it to me? 

LANA: Perfect! Another hoon asking for our emotional labor!  
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HERON: You need to figure it out on your own.  

LANA: You’ve got lots of  evidence to work with. 

SCIENTIST: Ok, I’ll work on it as soon as I finish my project.  

HERON: Your spaceship.  

SCIENTIST: Yes, exactly! In fact, you’re the first people I’ve told about it.  

HERON: So? Are we supposed to be grateful? Again with the manipulation! 

SCIENTIST (wiping sweat): I guess it’s been a long time since I’ve talked to people. 

LANA: To peoplesses.  

Pause.  

SCIENTIST: Are you joking? 

LANA: We’re not people. We’re peoplesses. Feminine gender.  

SCIENTIST: Ok. peoplesses. I’m sure there’s a word like that.  

LANA: Ok. You understand what you did wrong. And made a real apology.  

HERON: And you don’t really seem like a sex offender. 

LANA: Careful, Heron. 

HERON: Just that he didn’t mean anything by giving us the flowers.  

SCIENTIST: Of  course! Get rid of  them! Or let me do it! Or maybe it’s better if  you do it. I mean, 
I’m not trying to compliment you. Okay, I’m sorry. I’m leaving. 

The Scientist leaves. 

MANANA: Hey. Take this.  

The Scientist comes back. Manana hands him a bottle of  water. 

LANA: You’re so gonna get kicked out for this. 

MANANA: Why? He can have some water. 

SCIENTIST: Thank you very much! Thank you… 
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The Scientist drinks the water.  

MANANA: You can even use it to wash your face. To perform your ablutions. 

HERON: Geez, Manana… 

The Scientist starts screaming.  

What did you do? 

MANANA: Nothing. I overturned the status quo. (To the Scientist) Can you go yell somewhere else? 

LANA: What’s in the water? 

MANANA: What do you care? I made a mistake. I reflected on it. I realized you were right. And I 
made amends. (To the Scientist) I can’t even hear myself  think with you over there! 

HERON: By murdering someone!  

MANANA: What? Are you accusing me of  murder? 

HERON: If  he dies, then yeah! And that’s obviously how all this yelling is gonna end.  

LANA: Manana, have you lost your mind? 

MANANA: I’m one of  the elders of  our sisterhood and the leader of  our team. I was the one who 
planned this mission, who sponsored it, who selected assistants. If  you think I’m just gonna sit in the 
corner, boycotted by a couple of  hysterical women, then you’re out of  your fucking minds. (To the 
Scientist) Oh, when are you going to shut up?  

The Scientist dies.  

Finally… You need me, understand? You can’t do this without me. You are both amazing peoplesses, 
amazing friends, but you’ve already made mistakes… That’s a big risk in our current situation. Do you 
understand, sisters? 

LANA (touching the Scientist): He’s dead, Manana.  

MANANA: Well thank the Goddesses. I suggest we seek shelter and get some sleep. We still have a 
ways to go, and we need to gather strength.  

HERON: What about him? 

MANANA: Well, drag him away somewhere.  

Heron and Lana drag the Scientist’s corpse away. 
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Wait.  

Manana pulls the jewelry out of  her backpack and puts it on the SCIENTIST: 

Now you can go. Oh, and, girls? Never boycott me again.  

 

3. At Camp 

Lana and Heron in a tent. 

LANA: Are you asleep?  

Silence.  

Heron, are you asleep?  

Silence.  

Why aren’t you saying anything? I can tell you’re not asleep.  

HERON: What do you want? I’m tired.  

LANA: Nothing. Can I lie down next to you? 

HERON: I want to get a good night’s sleep.  

LANA: I’ll just lie down with you for a minute. I can’t fall asleep.  

Lana snuggles up to Heron.  

It’s kinda cold.  

HERON: Lana, I’m trying to sleep.  

LANA: Do you really think I was laughing at your tooth? 

HERON: For the love of  Shulamith… 

LANA: I just don’t want you to think I felt that way. I don’t care how you look. 

HERON: Awesome. Can we go to sleep now? 

Pause.  

LANA: The moon is so pretty tonight… 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 130 
 

HERON: Lana, are you hitting on me or something?  

LANA: A little.  

HERON: Don’t be ridiculous.  

LANA: I thought you liked me. 

HERON: What? 

LANA: I mean, you kept looking at me… You held my hand, that kind of  thing. I thought you were 
flirting with me.  

HERON: You thought. 

LANA: Listen, Heron, I don’t get you. Are you messing with me? 

HERON: Let’s talk in the morning.  

LANA: You were flirting with me! Unless you were mocking me? 

HERON: I honestly don’t understand what you’re talking about. 

LANA: Listen, forget it. I won’t allow myself  to be bullied. Come here. 

HERON: Back off, Lana.  

LANA: What? Are you scared of  me or something?  

HERON: I’m not interested in you, okay? 

LANA: During the day you’re one way, at night you’re completely different. You’re abusing me.  

HERON: Are you drunk or something? 

LANA: Come here, Herrie. 

HERON: Don’t touch me, freak!  

LANA: Shh, don’t shout.  

HERON: Lana, go sleep somewhere else.  

LANA: I don’t want to sleep somewhere else. I want to be with you. And you want it, too.  

HERON: What makes you think that?  
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LANA: Listen, Heron, stop making a fool of  me. Either we sleep together now, or in the morning I’ll 
tell Manana that you engage in prostitution.  

HERON: What?! 

LANA: You’re forcing my hand! 

HERON: Fine. You might as well tell her that I used to be that Psycho’s wife, that I killed my own 
child. 

LANA: That’s not even true. 

HERON: How do you know? 

LANA: It’s not true, Heron!  

HERON: What are you clucking about? It’s true. I mean, I never thought I’d see him again… 

LANA: Heron, please calm down. Manana will hear.  

HERON: What did you think? I’m not a lesbian! I like men.  

LANA: You’re talking nonsense now. I’m sorry. I probably scared you.  

HERON: I’ll never let a horny bitch touch me.  

LANA: Herrie, sweetie, I forgive you for abusing me. But for the love of  Goddess, tell me that you 
hate the oppressors. Please. 

HERON: I love men.  

LANA: Please, don’t be stubborn. And talk quieter.  

HERON: You’ve killed two people. That’s not okay.  

LANA: What people? What are you talking about? Since when have men been people? 

HERON: You’re murderers!  

LANA: That’s enough. You’re acting pathetic. 

HERON: That’s not okay. Women aren’t capable of  violence. All violence comes from hoons. 

LANA: Right. That’s why they died.  

HERON: Men are just heinous abusers. What are you saying? Women can also hurt people. No, they 
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can’t. If  they can, then it’s just healthy anger. A healthy reaction. A healthy reaction doesn’t end in 
murder. Read the good female psychologists, Heron. You’ll find tons of  examples. Yes, yes, yes, but 
which one? You just need to calm down. What if  we just left everyone alone? If  I leave everyone 
alone, will they leave me alone? No, are you joking? That’s utopian thinking. Yeah, you’re right. That’s 
what a utopian society looks like it. Listen… I have an idea. What if  we planted a mandarin tree?  

Lana slaps Heron.  

LANA: Heron, are you okay? 

HERON: I’m not Heron. I have a name. I’m Henrietta.  

Pause.  

LANA: Damn, you really should see a psychiatrist…  

HERON: You also have a name. Guy.  

LANA: Heron, I think you really need some rest.  

HERON: You’re a tranny, aren’t you? You got balls dangling between your legs? 

LANA: Heron, hey, did you forget where you are?  

HERON: Stop gaslighting.  

LANA: Just answer me. Where are you right now?  

HERON: Right now, I’m in a tent with the most repulsive guy.  

LANA: Do you really think I’m a hoon? 

HERON: Who are you, then? 

LANA: I’m a woman, Heron. 

Lana undresses.  

Look, I’m a woman. I’m just like you. 

HERON: No. A woman would never do what you and Manana did.  

LANA: I’m a strong woman. I can protect you.  

HERON: You’re trying to convince me that I’ve gone crazy. That’s called gaslighting. Only hoons do 
that.  
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LANA: Look at me, Heron… 

HERON: I’m Henrietta. 

LANA: Henrietta… look at me. Touch me. Give me your hand. Touch me. Look, I don’t have any 
balls between my legs. Do you feel it?  

HERON: What are you doing? 

LANA: Nothing. I’m showing you I’m a woman. 

HERON: That’s assault!  

LANA: No, no, come on… Quiet. You’ll wake Manana up!  

Heron and Lana struggle.  

You’re so tiny… why are you scared of  me? I’m just like you.  

HERON: Manana! Manana!  

Manana appears.  

Lana’s trying to rape me!  

MANANA: What? 

Lana quickly gets dressed. 

LANA: I was just flirting with her. Nothing serious.  

HERON: She took my hand and made me touch her. 

LANA: I was just showing her…  

MANANA: Quiet. Heron, what happened? 

HERON: She assaulted me. She made me look at her. She called me a whore. She blackmailed me. 

MANANA: She called you a whore?  

LANA: No, it wasn’t like that.  

HERON: Manana, you saw… 

LANA: Manana, she’s got it all wrong… 
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MANANA: Shut up! I’m thinking.  

Pause. 

I can’t kick you out of  the sisterhood right now. Tomorrow we’ll be at the palace gates, and I can’t find 
anyone to replace you. But I can’t simply let this go. So, I’m forced to punish you. 

LANA: What? How? 

MANANA: Firstly, of  course, you’ll reflect on your psychological problems. And you’ve got some, 
no doubt about that. Secondly, Heron will decide what will help her feel calmer and happier. Heron, 
pick something. 

LANA: This is unbelievable! Heron, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, please forgive me!  

Heron finds a thick stick. 

MANANA: You’ve picked something? Good. Lana, get on your knees. Toes toward Heron. 

LANA: I’m not going to do that.  

MANANA: Lana, we’re all tired. Tomorrow’s a big day. The faster you do this, the faster we’ll be 
done.  

LANA: But I really didn’t do anything!  

HERON: You didn’t rub my hand between your legs? 

LANA: Heron, I’m sorry, please forgive me…  

MANANA: Lana, don’t make me come over there.  

Lana gets on her knees.  

Go ahead, Heron. Stop when you feel satisfied.  

Heron thrashes Lana with the stick. 

I’m going to bed. And Lana, don’t forget to reflect. Good night.  

Manana leaves. Heron continues to whip Lana. Lana cries.  

HERON: I! Told! You! I’m! Not! A! Lesbian!… 
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4. At the Gates 

Manana and Heron, huddled together, stand at the closed gates. Lana keeps her distance. 

HERON: Here we are. I’m kind of  nervous. Are you nervous, Lana? 

LANA: Yeah. 

HERON: It’s a nice feeling. 

MANANA: It’s too early to relax. The hard part’s just starting. 

LANA: The gates aren’t open yet. 

MANANA: Right. We’ll set up camp here. And wait. 

The girls settle down next to the gates. 

Apparently, the princess is really sweet and gentle. So please try to control yourself, Lana. 

HERON: And don’t touch anyone else’s hands. 

Manana and Heron giggle. 

MANANA: I think she’s learned her lesson. She’s done some good reflecting.  

LANA: I’ve learned my lesson. Hey, Manana, how are you gonna pay us? 

MANANA: What? 

LANA: How are you gonna pay us? And when? 

MANANA: Isn’t saving the princess and the world from hoons a priceless gift in its own right? 

LANA: Sure. But I’m risking my life and my health. It’d be nice if  you gave me a little something in 
return.  

MANANA: You know it’s an honor to be here. 

LANA: That doesn’t cut it. Either you pay me a commission for my help, or I leave. 

Pause. 

MANANA: I put all my savings into this trip. 

LANA: Okay. Ask the other organizers.  
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MANANA: The other organizers?  

LANA: The other elders of  our sisterhood. They definitely have money. I mean, we paid them dues. 

Pause. 

MANANA: Okay, I’ll talk to them when we get back. 

LANA: No, I need a deposit. I need money right now. 

MANANA: Lana, right now I don’t have any. You’ll have to take my word for it. 

LANA: Think of  something. You’re the brains here. Steal it, if  you want. But I’m not going any 
further unless I get paid. 

MANANA: Lana, don’t start with the hysterics.  

LANA: In that case, I’ll gladly leave.  

Lana gathers her stuff  to leave.  

MANANA: Wait. 

Manana rushes after Lana, they go to the side. 

What do you want? 

LANA: I want you to pay me.  

MANANA: What do you really want? 

LANA: Take a guess. You’re a smart cookie.  

Pause. 

MANANA: I can’t do that. 

LANA: Listen, you know that Heron is totally useless here. She’s too emotional. She takes the tiniest 
things to heart. You need strong women.  

MANANA: No, it’s against the principles. 

LANA: I won’t hurt her. 

MANANA: This is inappropriate.  
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LANA: The two of  you will never make it alone. The princess will give birth. It’ll be your fault. It’ll 
be your fault forever. And you know, some people think she’s gonna give birth to а god.  

MANANA: Bullshit. God doesn’t exist.  

LANA: Then why else would you have started all this? Ok, fine. Listen. Heron is crafty, but she’s 
stupid. Give her to me. Or pay me.  

MANANA: You really want this? 

LANA: Yes. 

MANANA: You really won’t hurt her?  

LANA: No. 

MANANA: Well in that case we’re even. 

LANA: Deal. 

MANANA: And I won’t pay you anything. 

LANA: Right.  

Manana and Lana go back over to Heron. Manana steps off  to the side. 

HERON: Have you changed your mind? 

LANA: Yes, Herrie. Where could you have gone without me?  

HERON: The third rule? 

LANA: Yes. We see the mission through. Come sit by me, please. 

HERON: Where’s Manana? 

LANA: She’s right here. Sit down. 

Lana and Heron sit next to each other. Pause. 

Are you scared of  me or something? 

HERON: No. Are you scared of  me? 

LANA: Yeah, I am. You’re so pretty. 
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HERON: Lana, again? 

LANA: No, look, my hands are on my knees. And your hands are on your knees. 

HERON: I hope you didn’t stay because of  me? 

LANA: I want to know what’s going on inside your head. 

HERON: Nothing to do with you. 

LANA: I get it. Something to do with a man. What’s he like? 

HERON: None of  your business. 

LANA: Did he beat you? 

Pause. 

Did he rape you? How old were you? Seven? Ten? Fifteen? 

HERON: Stop it. 

LANA: Do you get off  on this?  

HERON: Stop.  

LANA: It excites you, doesn’t it? You like it when it hurts? 

Heron is silent. 

What’d they do to you? What did you like? Did they lock you in a cage? Tie you up? Put a collar on 
you? Spit in your mouth? Strap you to the bed?  

HERON: Shut up already! None of  that happened!  

LANA: You know the RadFem sisterhood’s policy on BDSM? You know it’s a patriarchal practice? 

HERON: You’re disgusting. 

LANA: Did you have a crush on that pedophile of  yours? Who was he, by the way? Your father, 
maybe? Your brother? Uncle? Stepfather? Why aren’t you saying anything? Was it your stepfather? 

HERON: Yes. 

LANA: How old were you? 
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HERON: Sixteen. 

LANA: And him? It doesn’t matter. Horny old fucker. What happened, Heron? 

Heron is silent. 

You were sixteen. Something happened — not a huge deal, but something bad. You were upset. Maybe 
the boy you liked slept with your friend. Or you got third place in a competition you’d worked really 
hard for. Something you don’t even remember anymore. You were sitting in your room. Your mom 
was gone. He knocked and came in, with some excuse. He’d already noticed from the silence in your 
room that something was wrong. He’d spent ten minutes deciding, standing in the kitchen, smoking, 
figuring out how best to do it. He listened to the silence in your room, trying to catch a change in your 
mood. And he made up his mind. You probably didn’t have many moments alone. He realized he 
wouldn’t have another chance like this anytime soon. So he came into your room. His voice was 
cheerful and upbeat. He was always goofy around you. He noticed your swollen eyelids and red eyes. 
“God, Henrietta, what happened?”  

HERON: Everything’s fine. 

LANA: Are you sure? Then why is your nose all puffy? 

HERON: My nose is fine. 

LANA: I don’t know, maybe you should blow your nose.  

Lana gives Heron a handkerchief.  

There you go. Now tell me what happened. 

HERON: Everything’s fine, really. 

LANA: Is this because of  that boy who was hanging around? 

Pause. 

I won’t tell your mom anything. She doesn’t need to know. 

HERON: Yeah. 

LANA: Did he hurt you? 

HERON: No, he… well, he likes someone else. 

LANA: Damn… what an idiot.  
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HERON: No, he’s a nice guy. I guess I’m just not good enough for him.  

LANA: He’s not good enough for you. 

HERON: I don’t know. When I see him I act like an idiot. 

LANA: Well, that’s normal when you’re in love. The first time I saw your mom, I acted like an ass. 

HERON: Really? 

LANA: Of  course. Good thing she has a sense of  humor. 

HERON: I don’t think I’ll ever find someone. I’ll die an old maid.  

LANA: No, you’re very pretty. And you’ll grow up to be even prettier.  

HERON: But I’ll never find someone like him. 

LANA: Listen to me. You’re a princess. The world is at your feet. You’ll find a hundred more guys. 

HERON: I don’t want a hundred guys. I want him. 

LANA: Did anything happen between you two? 

HERON: I mean, we kissed… 

LANA: Anything else? 

HERON: No, nothing like that.  

LANA: So that other girl just put out.  

HERON: Yeah, they probably… did it.  

LANA: What a pretty girl you are. 

Lana kisses Heron’s neck. 

I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself. 

HERON: Don’t.  

LANA: You’re just really attractive. And sweet. 

Heron is silent. 

Let’s just hug. We’re friends, right? 
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HERON: Yeah. 

LANA: Then let’s hug. Like this. 

Lana hugs Heron. She doesn’t let go. 

You’re an angel. 

HERON: I need to go to the bathroom. 

LANA: Wait… 

HERON: I really need to go. 

LANA: You drive me crazy. 

HERON: I want to leave. 

LANA: Okay… just wait a second… 

HERON: Don’t touch me, please. 

LANA: Wait. You’re a small, beautiful woman. You have to wait. 

Lana puts her hands around Heron’s neck.  

HERON: Let me go! Stop it!  

LANA: Then what happened, Heron? What came next? 

HERON: Manana! Mama! Manana!  

Manana pretends she doesn’t hear. 

LANA: Were you together a long time? Did you like it when he spanked you? When he choked you? 

Lana starts strangling Heron. 

HERON: Lana… stop… 

LANA: That’s why you changed your name when you joined RadFem? Trying to escape your demons? 

HERON: Stop… 

LANA: Pretending to be a virgin… lying every step of  the way… 

HERON: Please… 
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LANA: Little kinkster…  

HERON: You’re gonna kill me… 

A Boy in a girl’s dress appears. Lana lets go of  Heron. 

BOY: Happy Birth Day.  

 

5. A Conversation with the Boy 

The same scene.  

BOY: I’m cold. 

LANA: What are you doing here? 

BOY: I’m lost.  

MANANA: Where are your parents? 

BOY: They left.  

LANA: They left because of  you?  

BOY: I don’t know.  

HERON: I bet you were a handful.  

BOY: I guess. Can I have something to eat? 

MANANA: This isn’t a restaurant, Boy. Go back where you came from.  

BOY: I don’t want to go alone. I don’t like the forest.  

LANA: Then go to the city.  

BOY: No one knows me in the city. 

HERON: That’s not our problem.  

MANANA: He must think women love taking care of  other people’s children. 

HERON: His parents must’ve beat it into his stupid little head. 

MANANA: Hey, why are you wearing a dress? 
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HERON: Do you know that’s a girl’s dress? 

MANANA: Are you a little trans kid?  

BOY: I don’t know what that means. 

MANANA: A trans is a heinous spermbank who thinks he feels like a woman. 

HERON: Do you feel like a woman? 

BOY: No.  

MANANA: Then why are you wearing a dress? 

BOY (shrugging): I don’t know. My mom dressed me.  

LANA: What? 

BOY: My mom doesn’t like it when I wear pants. She said I can’t anymore. 

HERON: Ugh, disgusting. 

MANANA: Well, do you like men? Are you attracted to them? 

BOY: I don’t know. I like kittens. 

MANANA: What do you do with kittens? 

BOY: Well, I like petting them. I like tying a ribbon to a stick and playing with them. It’s funny when 
they chase the stick. 

MANANA: Poor kittens. 

BOY: Why? 

HERON: What if  you poked their eyes out with your stick? 

BOY: That’s never happened. I just play with them. 

MANANA: And what if  they swallowed the ribbon? Ever thought about that? 

HERON: Clearly, he’s never thought about anything. This is the age when they start oppressing the 
weak. 

BOY: Is it really bad to play with kittens? 
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HERON: You can pet them. But not against the grain of  their fur. 

BOY: That’s how I pet them. 

MANANA: So, do you play with girls? 

BOY: Ew, no.  

HERON: Why “ew”? 

BOY: I mean, girls… girls are different. They play with dolls. 

LANA: Do you have dolls? 

BOY: Yeah. But I don’t like playing with them. I only like playing with kittens or detective. 

MANANA: How do you play detective? 

BOY: Well… I can teach you later. 

MANANA: We’re not going to play with you, you know.  

HERON: Find another hoon and play with him as much as you want. Play detective, play doctor. 

MANANA: Or concubine.  

HERON: Or student and teacher. 

MANANA: Or maid. 

BOY: You know so many games! Cool! I only have one.  

MANANA: Don’t worry, you’ll learn them soon. 

HERON: Unfortunately. 

MANANA: You’ll learn how to scratch yourself.  

BOY: Where? 

MANANA: There, where your outgrowth is. 

BOY: Wow. 

HERON: Now you should leave. Cause when it gets dark, the bugeyes will come out of  the forest. 

BOY: What’s that? 
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MANANA: A bugeye is a kind of  monster. It eats children, especially boys.  

BOY: But I’m wearing a dress, so it’ll think I’m a girl. And it won’t eat me. 

MANANA: No, it’s very smart. It’ll know you’re a hoon. 

HERON: Because boys have a particular smell.  

MANANA: It comes from your outgrowth. 

BOY: What if  I swim in the lake? Then the bugeye won’t smell anything!  

HERON: Yes, it will! It will still detect your scent, even if  you wash yourself  with soap or bathe in 
perfume. 

BOY: But I don’t smell anything. 

MANANA: Right, people can’t smell it. Only bugeyes.  

HERON: It’s a very subtle scent. Imperceptible to a person, or a personne.  

MANANA: It smells mildewy and rotten. 

HERON: And it’s almost impossible to get rid of. 

BOY: Almost? 

HERON: Well, yeah, almost… 

MANANA: Unless… no, you’re too small and cowardly for that. 

BOY: I’m not cowardly. I’ve already been walking on my own for a long time.  

MANANA: Well, okay, but… it’s a secret. You can’t tell anyone, all right? 

HERON: Especially grown-ups. 

BOY: Why? 

MANANA: Because grown-ups are friends with the bugeyes. 

BOY: Are you friends with them? 

MANANA: Well, not exactly… our relationship is fine.  

BOY: So why can’t you tell it not to eat me? 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 146 
 

HERON: Look who’s sneaky! Do you know how many bugeyes live in the forest? We’re not going 
to stop and talk to all of  them.  

MANANA: Yeah, we already have our hands full. So, you’ll have to decide for yourself. 

BOY: What do I have to do? 

MANANA: Easy, just cut off  the thing hanging between your legs.  

BOY: I can’t do that. 

MANANA: Why? 

HERON: I knew you were a little coward. 

BOY: I can’t because my mom already did.  

Pause. Manana and Heron start roaring with laughter. 

MANANA: Oh my Goddess, your mom is my heroine! 

HERON: I love her!  

MANANA: Why did she leave? 

BOY: I don’t know. (To Lana) Why did you leave? 

Pause. 

I’ve been looking for you for so long. And for Dad. 

LANA: I know, kid. 

BOY: I found Dad. He’s lying in the landfill. And now I’ve found you. 

LANA: Why were you looking for me? 

BOY: It was scary alone. I couldn’t do it.  

LANA: It was scary for me with you. And with your dad. 

BOY: Is that why you don’t love us? 

LANA: Yeah, kid. 

BOY: Did we do something wrong? 
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LANA: No. I just didn’t want you, okay? I wanted a girl. 

BOY: Well now I’m almost a girl!  

LANA: Yeah, but I still don’t love you.  

BOY: Because I’ll grow up and become bad? 

LANA: You won’t grow up, kid. You won’t grow up. 

BOY: Well… guess what? You won’t grow up either!  

LANA: Hey, hey, hey… don’t get mad. This is just the way it is.  

BOY: Then leave me to the bugeye. Let him eat me.  

LANA: I’m sorry. 

BOY: No! Take me to the monster. Or I’ll always come back and find you.  

LANA: There aren’t any monsters, kid. 

BOY: Take me! Take me!  

HERON: Lana… you better just go. 

MANANA: We don’t need your dead son here. 

HERON: We don’t need your problems, Lana. 

BOY: Let’s go. It’s getting dark.  

HERON: Go… 

LANA: Where are we going? 

BOY: We’re looking for the monster, so it can eat me.  

LANA: But we might not find a monster… 

BOY (to Lana): Let’s go, Mom. 

The Boy takes Lana’s hand. 

(To Manana and Heron) That’s how you play detective. 

Lana and the Boy leave. 
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MANANA: Do you see now? 

HERON: I feel sick to my stomach. Motherhood is cancer. 

MANANA: Absolutely. But we can still save the princess.  

 

6. The Princess 

Manana and Heron sit by the gates wearing white coats and surgical masks. The gates are still closed. 

HERON: How much longer do we have to wait?  

MANANA: Any minute now.  

HERON: I’m hungry as a horse. 

Heron jumps up.  

MANANA: Where are you going? 

HERON: I’m gonna prepare the instruments again. Nothing else to do. 

Heron goes up to the table and starts carefully rearranging the medical instruments.  

MANANA: You’re a part of  history, Heron. 

HERON: When I’m hungry, sometimes it’s hard for me to appreciate your words of  support. So 
sorry in advance. 

MANANA: You’re a great girl. 

Silence.  

HERON: Listen, I can’t assist you like this. 

MANANA: What do you mean? Lana’s gone. Who else is there? I can’t do it alone!  

HERON: I’m so hungry my hands are shaking. Look. 

MANANA: That’s just nervousness. I’ll give you a sedative. 

Manana goes through the vials in her backpack.  

HERON: Do you smell that? 
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MANANA: Here, take this. 

HERON: You really don’t smell it? 

MANANA: What are you talking about? Take the sedative.  

HERON: Right here… something smells really good. 

MANANA: Heron, you’re scaring me. 

HERON: It’s a really strong smell! Like some hot, fresh breakfast food. 

MANANA: Is it coming from me?  

HERON: No. Give me the shovel. 

MANANA: Heron, listen. They’re gonna open the gates really soon. Please just take the sedative and 
rest a little. 

HERON: I swear, there’s something stashed down here.  

Heron digs with her hands. She pulls out a large egg. 

I told you! What a heavenly smell… 

MANANA: Don’t touch the egg. 

HERON: I’m hungry. What’s wrong with you? 

MANANA: Put it back. 

HERON: Wait, you knew about this the whole time? And you didn’t want to share with me? 

MANANA: It’s not to eat. Please, put it back carefully. 

HERON: If  you don’t explain what’s going on right now, then I’m going to crack it open.  

MANANA: Please, Heron… 

HERON: One! Two! Manana, on the count of  three… 

MANANA: Yes, I laid it there!  

Pause. 

HERON: What? What do you mean?  
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MANANA: I don’t know. 

HERON: So you… laid it there, like gave birth to it? Like a chicken or something? 

MANANA: I don’t know. 

HERON: What the fuck, we’re not talking about a head cold here! How can you not know? How did 
this happen? 

MANANA: I don’t know! It just came out of  me. 

Pause. 

Do you think it’s alive? 

HERON: I don’t think so. 

MANANA: I listened, and it didn’t make a sound. 

HERON: Manana, there’s nothing alive inside. There’s no heart, no body, nothing. Now it’s just 
coddled. 

MANANA: What? 

HERON: A coddled egg, an omelet, an egg over easy! It’s not alive, it isn’t breathing, it doesn’t talk, 
it doesn’t have feelings, it doesn’t have thoughts! Fry it up with milk and bread, it would make some 
great French toast!  

MANANA: Heron, that’s cannibalism. Honestly, how can you think of  food right now?  

HERON: And you’re really not thinking about it? 

MANANA: I think it’s nasty. 

HERON: Fine. Then I’ll eat it. 

Heron tries to break the egg. Manana intercepts it. The girls fight. Manana accidentally drops the egg and groans.  

Soft boiled!  

Heron eats the remains of  the yolk from the shell.  

You’re really missing out, Manana! It’s so good. And with some sauce… mm… hey, what’s wrong? 
Are you crying? 

MANANA: Fuck you, bitch. 
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Pause. 

HERON: You’re really upset. Is it because of  the egg? 

Pause. 

I can’t believe it. You have the illness, too? 

Pause. 

MANANA: No. Of  course not.  

HERON: Then why are you sniveling? Manana, did you catch the maternal instinct? Do you wanna 
go live under some hoonie’s wing?  

MANANA: I’m losing my mind. 

Pause. 

HERON: Me too. 

Pause. 

My tooth grew back. 

MANANA: What? 

HERON: My tooth grew right back. Remember when it got knocked out? Well, now it’s back. As if  
nothing ever happened. 

MANANA: Seriously? 

HERON: See for yourself. (She shows her.) 

MANANA: I don’t understand anything. Did you do this yourself ? 

HERON: I don’t know. 

Pause.  

What do you think, if  I tear off  my finger, will it grow back, too? 

MANANA: I don’t know. I’ll ask my egg, the next time I lay one.  

The girls laugh. 
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The incredible power of  radical feminism. 

HERON: The quintessence of  radical feminism. 

MANANA: The sanctity of  radical feminism.  

The sound of  helicopters. Pause. 

HERON: This is like the start of  some movie. 

MANANA: They’re probably looking for you. 

Pause. 

HERON: I’m gonna go prepare the instruments. 

MANANA: Of  course, princess, go prepare them.  

Heron flinches but, unable to remember why this bothers her, returns to the table with the medical tools.  

The end. 

2019.  
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Little Girl My Little Girl 
By Amaranta Osorio and Itziar Pascual 
Translated by Phyllis Zatlin 

Co-authors Amaranta Osorio and Itziar Pascual were inspired by the story of a renowned actress in 
Prague, who started her acting career as a child and became a victim of the Nazis in the 1940s. Vava 
Schoenova (1919-2001) was deported in July 1942 to the Terezin Concentration Camp where the SS 
famously created a fake ghetto of happy Jews to deceive international Red Cross inspectors. Among 
the 150,000 Jews who were sent there from Czechoslovakia and other countries, there were 15,000 
children. Eventually the children were sent by rail to their deaths at Treblinka and Auschwitz. Fewer 
than 150 children survived. 

Schoenova’s talents were recognized by the Germans, thus allowing her to continue acting, directing, 
and creating theater for children and young people. Osorio and Pascual foreground a production with 
dancing fireflies. One survivor of Terezin told Schoenova years later that her best memory of 
childhood was running across the stage as a firefly while singing that spring would come.  

The original play in Spanish, Mi niña, niña mía received its world premiere at Madrid's municipal Teatro 
Español, Sala Margarita Xirgu, from March 6 to April 7, 2019, under the direction of Natalia 
Menéndez. It had won the Jesús Domínguez Prize for Play Texts in 2016. Even before the premiere, 
the authors approached contacts to have a fragment translated to Spanish, French, and English for a 
conference of Women Playwrights International to be held in Santiago de Chile the following fall. 
When I retired, I promised myself I would give up play translation, but upon reading the text I found 
it far too compelling to say no to Itziar’s invitation. Given that I am deeply disturbed by the treatment 
of refugees in our times and heard stories from my Jewish father about the Holocaust my whole life, 
the script spoke to me personally. 

The Osorio-Pascual play centers on the historic figure’s past but juxtaposes it with a fictional French 
entomologist in the present; their separate stories are told in poetic style, with occasional touches of 
humor. In final scenes, the two women meet, learn of the connections, and relate the horrors of the 
Holocaust with the treatment of refugees now. Scenes from the past (1942-1945) take place in exterior 
and interior locations of the Terezin Concentration Camp. Contemporary scenes (2000-2016) are 
played against the backdrop of a ski resort and various indoor spaces. 

During my preparation of the translation, shortly before the original play opened in Madrid, I 
benefited from a reading of my work in progress from the Isadoora Theatre’s Playwrights’ Collective 
in Door County, Wisconsin. On April 17, 2021, the translation and the original Spanish text were 
given Zoom readings by B8theatre in Concord, CA under the direction of Michele Apriña Leavy.  
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Itziar Pascual is an award-winning playwright whose work became well known during the 1990s in 
Spain. In 1997, for example, Las voces de Penélope won second prize in the Marqués de Bradomín 
competition. Pascual has also worked as a teacher, journalist, and journal editor. She also contributes 
critical essays to theatre journals. Pascual is currently on the teaching staff of the drama school, the 
Real Escuela Superior de Arte Dramático. She is particularly interested in promoting the activities of 
female writers and theatre practitioners, having been a member of the Asociación de Mujeres de las 
Artes Escénicas en Madrid, “Marías Guerreras.” 

Amaranta Osorio is a Mexican, Colombian, and Spanish writer, actress, and producer. She has a B.A 
in dramaturgy from the Real Escuela Superior de Arte Dramático of Madrid (RESAD). She has a 
Masters in Cultural Management (Complutense University of Madrid and SGAE) and did a 
postgraduate course on leadership at Harvard University. As an author, she has received several 
awards. Her plays have been performed in various countries (Spain, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, 
Denmark, Italy, India, etc.) and translated into French, English, and German. Some of the awards 
include: Premio Calderón de Literatura Dramática, Premio de Textos Teatrales Jesús Domínguez, and 
the Premio Teatro express de Caja Madrid. In Mexico, she obtained a mention from the jury of 
the Premio Dolores de Castro among others. In 2019, she became member of the Sistema Nacional de 
Creadores de Arte FONCA in Mexico. Since 2011, she has been an active member of the international 
network of women, the Magdalena Project. 

Phyllis Zatlin has been translating plays from Spanish and French for more than thirty years and is a 
member of the Dramatists Guild and Spain’s authors’ society (SGAE). Most of her translations have 
been published and/or performed in professional and university theaters across the United States as 
well as in the U.K., India, and Australia. Among those that have previously appeared in The Mercurian 
are Jean Bouchaud’s Is That How It Was?, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Spring 2007); Carlos Semprun-Maura’s Brandy 
Blues, Vol. 2, No. 3 (Spring 2009); Francisco Nieva’s It’s Not True, Vol.3, No. 3 (Spring 2011); and 
Antonio Muñoz de Mesa’s Policy, Vol. 5, No. 3 (Spring 2015). She is professor emerita at Rutgers, The 
State University, where she taught for forty-five years. Her fields of specialization have been 
contemporary theatre, women writers, and translation. Since retirement, she resides in Door County, 
WI where she is involved with community theater groups. Her website is www.phylliszatlin.com.  

 

 

http://www.themagdalenaproject.org/
http://www.phylliszatlin.com/
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Little Girl My Little Girl 
(Moje Holka, moje Holka) 

By Amaranta Osorio and Itziar Pascual 
Jesús Domínguez Prize for Play Texts, 2016 

English translation by Phyllis Zatlin 

 

CAUTION: Professionals and amateurs are hereby warned that Little Girl, My Little Girl, being fully 
protected under international copyright laws, is subject to royalty. All rights are strictly reserved. 
Inquiries regarding permissions should be addressed to the authors through Sociedad General de Autores 
y Editores (SGAE) jsanchez@sgae.es or to the translator pzatlin@gmail.com. 

 

Suddenly the life of fireflies seemed strange and disquieting, as if made of a surviving material: 
luminescent but weak and pale, sometimes greenish—like that of ghosts. 

Georges-Didi Huberman 
Survival of Fireflies 

 

Love is not consolation; it is light. 

Simone Weil 

 

The firefly: 
living emerald; 

light in the grass. 

Ángela Figuera Aymerich 
Songs for the Whole Year 

 

Vava Schoenova (Nava Schaan) was a famous actress in Prague before the war. In July 1942 she was 
deported to the Terezin Concentration Camp where she continued acting, directing and creating 
theatre for children and young people. One survivor of Terezin told Schaan years later: “I owe you 

mailto:jsanchez@sgae.es
mailto:pzatlin@gmail.com


The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 156 
 

my childhood. Being a firefly became my best memory of childhood: running across the stage 
singing: ‘Spring is coming!’ was more for me than you can imagine. In those difficult circumstances 
you created grand moments for children!” 

 

To the Magdalena Project, community of fireflies. 

To José Sanchis Sinisterra, firefly of Spanish theatre. 

To José Monleón, always. 
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CHARACTERS 

Two women:  

HF, Historic Figure. Freely based on Holocaust survivor Vava Schoenova, known as Nava Schaan 
(Prague, 1919-2001). Jewish actress deported to the Terezin Concentration Camp (Theresienstadt), 
61 kilometers from Prague. She staged works with children from the camp.  

Portrayed at two stages of life: young (early twenties for scenes from the past), elderly (in her 
eighties or nineties for scenes from the present). White skin. Immaculate. 

YC, Young Contemporary (Yvette Céline). Entomologist, she studies insects and lives in Paris. 
(She is in early twenties in her first scenes and in her thirties when she discovers her mother’s letter.) 
Soft spoken, sensitive soul who reveals timidity, introversion, evasion. 

 

SETTINGS 

Exterior:  
Snow-covered.  
Spring. 
Interior: 
Room from the past. 
Living room: 

Teresin Concentration Camp 
Events room 
HF’s home 
YC’s home 

Kitchen: 
YC’s home 
HF’s home 

Hotel room (YC) 
 

TIME 

Past: 1942-1945 
Present: 2000-2016 
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1. A Woman and a Trip 

Room from the past.  

HF 

They’ve told us we have to go. 

I follow their orders. 

It makes sense to obey. 

Raus! Raus! 

Where are we going? 

They don’t answer. 

For how long? 

They say nothing. 

When will we be back? 

They point at me and shout: 

Raus! Raus! 

 

I pack my suitcase, like for a vacation. 

The small suitcase for short trips, 

this time with all the important things. 

 

Two skirts,  

A black dress because you never know. 

Two sweaters, 

three blouses, 

pajamas, 
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underwear,  

high-heeled shoes. 

In the pink cosmetics bag: perfume, toothbrush, toothpaste, nail clippers, soap, 

cocoa butter, eyebrow pencil. 

And my coty rouge. 

 

I choose my favorite photos. 

One from last Passover, with all my family. My father is smiling. 

The photo from the first time I went out on a stage. 

Documents, passport. 

These days without documents you don’t have an identity. 

 

I take my grandmother’s book of recipes, the Torah, and a candle. 

There’s still space. 

Some matzohs and raisins. 

 

I look from side to side. 

I take a foulard from a drawer.  

Inside is my pearl necklace, 

the emerald ring. 

ruby earrings.  

Better hide them in the secret pocket of my black overcoat. 

 

I ought to put on the Star of David. 
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I’ve never liked yellow. 

My heart is pounding 

like a canary entering the mine, 

I leave my room without looking back. 
 

Exterior. (Sound of damp, shuffling, hollow footsteps,) 

It’s cold, 

too cold. 

Everything is drowned in fog. 

 

They make me follow them, 

the wind pushes me backwards, 

tugging at my suitcase, 

every step a struggle. 

Is it beginning to snow? 

No, it’s hail. 

The ice hits my face.  

My skin is burning. 

My right hand can’t hold the weight of the suitcase. 

I switch it to my left hand. 

 

I want to stop for a moment, but I can’t. 

They follow me like shepherds with a flock of sheep, 

Striking me with force. 
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A gust of wind tips me over. 

My watch breaks. 

The one my mother gave me. 

I try to pick up the little broken hands. 

An officer kicks me twice in the stomach. 

I get up. 

I don’t know how I find the strength, but I get up. 

I hug the suitcase, carrying it as if it were a child. 

My eyes are burning. 

I don’t know if it’s because of the hail, 

or the wind,  

or my anger. 

 

I can see nothing. 

I try to hide my face in my coat collar. 

I keep walking.  

Don’t think, don’t ask. 

Just keep walking. 

My gloves are soaked, 

my steps are bits of rubble. 

I open my eyes, but fog restricts my vision. 

I can’t see them, but I sense them. 

I only sense the turbulence of our group. 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 162 
 

I walk for hours. 

My legs hurt, 

my shoulders, 

my arms. 

I don’t feel my hands but I still carry my suitcase. 

 

Where are we going? 

I had a rehearsal this afternoon. 

They’ll be worried about me. 

The opening of El Dybbuk is next week. 

Only one more week until we do The Evil Spirit. (Pause.) 

Will we open? 

I haven’t been on stage for six months. 

They barred us from doing theatre. 

Why? 

 

It’s the first time I’ll be acting in Yiddish. 

I love El Dybbuk by Shalom Anski. 

I have to let them know. (Pause). 

Will I act again? 

Where are we going? 

Raus! Raus! 

It’s no longer light. 

An officer shoves me into a stable. 
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Nobody is talking. 

Some children are crying. 

The soldiers jab us. 

Horses are whinnying. 

It could all be over right now. 

 

In the darkness of the stable, a spark, a familiar voice. 

Auntie Vava! Auntie! 

Aviva, little Aviva, runs toward me. 

Aviva! Vendula, my sister! 

In these times, to be able to say sister, isn’t that something? 

There are Vendula and Aviva. 

Vendula, my sweet little sister, 

and Aviva, her only daughter. 

Aviva is an only grandchild, an only daughter, my only niece. 

I have a whirlwind of thoughts. 

They hug me and we cling together in my overcoat. 

A hug is a hug, sweat, kisses, kisses, kisses. 

Raus! Raus! 

Fear. 

 

We stoop, we lay down on the floor. 

The hay on the floor is frozen. 

It doesn’t matter. We’re together. 
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Together. 

 

I use my suitcase like a pillow. 

I open it slowly. 

I take out a sweater and some raisins. 

What time is it? 

My watch… 

Why do they have us here? 

Where are they taking us? 

Raisins, yes, the raisins. 

We haven’t eaten anything since we left.  

How long has it been since we left? 

I give some raisins to Aviva and some to Vendula. 

What will we do, Aunt Vava? Where are they taking us, Auntie? 

Auntie, why are they shouting at us? 

I want to get out of here, she says. 

Aviva doesn’t stop crying. 

I can’t stand it. 

She has to calm down. 

I hold her in my arms. 

Aviva devours all the raisins like a little mouse. 

 

I close my eyes. 

Fatigue overcomes me. 
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My feet are burning, 

my throat is dry, 

there between the smell of bodies and animals. 

 

In the morning we start the trip again. 

We three are one in the silence. 

A pale sun accompanies us. 

I still don’t know what time it is. 

I don’t know where they are taking us. 

We have climbed a tall mountain, 

too tall. 

Had I seen it, I wouldn’t have had strength to climb, 

but there was fog. 

 

2. A Woman and a Trip 

Present. Exterior. 

YC 

You shoulda said no before, Yvonne Céline. 

Before getting here, 

On this mountain that goes on forever, 

 

Snow covered, formidable. 

You oughta find a polite way 

to say, “No thank you… I don’t want to.” 
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I feel like an astronaut from the 60s. 

I feel clumsy, useless, fragile, impotent. 

I feel like at home, but worse. 
 

The boots, the skis, the gloves, 

Always losing the damned gloves… 

All the while you said to yourself, “Tell them no, tell them no,” 

out of your mouth came expressions of enthusiasm. 

 

“I love black trails.” 

Black trails? The ones for experts? 

Did you say black trails? 

You hate the lines for the chair lift. 

Leaving home in the middle of the night. 

Thought is frozen in this cold. 

And these ski boots are crap. 

They make you as light as a dying ox. 

“I love black trails.” 

Well, here we are: 

skis, snow, you, 

and fake enthusiasm. 

The others have already gone on. 

I can’t see the mountain, 

only a sea of snow. 
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The fog keeps me from seeing anything. 

What are you doing here, Yvette Céline? 

What are you doing here, risking your life? 

God, I can’t see. 

 (Rapid breathing, agitation, cold…) 

To hell with enthusiasm. 

You bought an all-day pass. 

Keep going, Yvette Céline. 

And the fog? Where is it? 

God, where did the fog go? 

Now the snow is blinding. 

 (YC opens and closes her eyes repeatedly.) 

Merde! Now I can see the mountain. 

This mountain goes on forever. 

It’s impossible. 

Too far, too steep, 

too much snow. 

And you know you can’t scream; 

scream and you’ll have an avalanche… 

Too much enthusiasm. 

I won’t be able to get down. 

What if I die? 

What if I fall and start rolling? 

What if I end up a quadriplegic?  
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I could take off the skis and walk down… 

Getting there by spring. 

Breathe, breathe, 

Hold on, hold back your fear, Yvette Céline.  

God, I can’t stand this sport. 

I can’t stand doing everything to be social; let them go without me. 

Nobody waited for me. 

Nobody is waiting for me. 

 

One, two, three,  

Off we go. 

 

My eyes are burning, 

I’m going too fast. 

Never again, Yvette Céline, 

Never again, Yvette Céline. 

Sometimes one needs the truth. 

Sometimes one needs the fog. 

 

3. A Woman and a Hope 

Past. Exterior. 

HF 

More and more people arrive. 

We are many. 
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I’m cold. 

Very cold.  

I have to go to the bathroom. 

 

There are more and more of us. 

One hundred, two hundred,  

I don’t know. 

 

The stable yard is too small. 

I’m being pushed. 

They’re shoving their elbows into my back. 

I feel Vendula’s hard nipples on my right arm. 

She’s agitated. I only think about breathing. 

I hope Aviva’s crying doesn’t drive me crazy. 

Because Aviva is crying, 

and crying, and crying, and crying,  

as if for the last time and the first. 

At my side a man moves and hits me in the ribs. 

It hurts. 

I have to go to the bathroom. 

 

Nearby they tell me there’s a railway platform. 

We hear the sound of trains on the rails. 

The trains keep coming. 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 170 
 

Nobody says anything. 

Why don’t they open the gates? 

 

I struggle not to touch the iron bars. 

I use all my force. 

The metal jabs me in the stomach, 

in the chest, 

in my face. 

I can’t breathe. 

I have to go to the bathroom. 

 

How long are they going to leave us here? 

Why can’t they open the gate? 

I can’t move. 

Aviva keeps on crying. 

I can’t see her. I no longer can see her. 

But I still hear her sobbing within me,  

like age-old desperation.  

I have to go to the bathroom. 

I can’t hold it anymore. 

I can feel my urine, 

hot, 

almost boiling,  

dancing between my thighs. 
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It soaks my feet. 

I don’t even have space to open my legs. 

 

There are more and more. 

They push me. 

I’m no longer cold. 

Their bodies shelter me. 

 

Why can’t they open the gates? 

A woman on the other side approaches. 

She has a blue dress and beautiful green eyes. 

She isn’t wearing a star. 

Is she German? 

She’s looking for someone. 

She approaches me. 

Do we know each other? 

She tries to give me a cookie 

but I can’t move my hands. 

I don’t have room. 

 

She puts her hand between the bars. 

She puts the cookie in my mouth. 

Why does she help me if she doesn’t know me? 

The cookie is very sweet. 
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The woman is crying. 

Her tears taste like cinnamon. 

Thank you, I say. 

She caresses me. 

She kisses me. 

Thank you. 

 

She puts a square of chocolate in my mouth. 

People push me. 

The man next to me tries to take the chocolate away. 

As he moves, he makes me lose my balance. 

She gives him chocolate, too. 

And to Vendula, who is still nearby. 

I try not to swallow the chocolate to give it to Aviva,  

but my body knows better than my mind. 

The mind can abstain but the body has no regrets. 

My mouth tastes like praline. 

 

We haven’t eaten for two days. 

The woman takes cookies from her bag and slips them through the openings. 

 

An officer sees her. 

She kisses me on the mouth. 

The officer rushes over and takes her away from the gate. 
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He shoves her. 

She falls. 

Odolává!, she tells me. 

I try to get my hand through the opening. 

I can do nothing. 

The officer beats her. 

He beats her and beats her. 

The woman stands up. 

Odolává!, she tells me. 

The soldier beats her some more. 

She looks at him and tries to get up. 

 

Another officer arrives. 

He takes her away. 

Odolává!, I shout at her. 

Odolává!, I tell myself. 

Where are they taking her? 

 

I shout, I shout internally. 

A shout echoes within me. 

The gates open. 

I clutch my beautiful Vendula’s hand. 

They shove us, they shove us. 

Our hands, our fingers are slipping… 
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I can’t see her. 
Suddenly Aviva has stopped crying. 

 

4. A Woman and a Dream 

Present. Interior. YC’s home. 

An enormous case for insects. YC enters the living room. Her hair is disheveled, her clothes casual. She looks among 
cushions for the remote control and aims it at her music system. We hear a song by the Beatles. Barefoot, she walks 
over to the insect case and studies it carefully. Except for Lucy, a name chosen from a Beatles song, she has given her 
insects names of well-known entomologists. 

YC 

Good morning! How are you, Lucy? Ah, Prof. Chauvin, I see you are quite content. Did you have a 
good night? Just a minute, Father Kirby, I’ll give you your meal. 

(She takes something from a jar she keeps near the insect case.) 

I had a strange dream… last night. 

I dreamed I was in a grand theater,  

an old theater, from the 40s.  

A theater with a fresco on the ceiling,  

like the Paris Opera. In the painting, there were 

a bride, little girls, and winged women with long bodies.  

 

The theater had green leather seats. 

I was looking for someone, but I don’t know who. 

A man gave me a giant wooden tray. 

You were there, Lucy, and Remy Chauvin, and Jean-Henri Fabre. 

 

Next to the seats was a conveyor belt, 
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like the ones for passengers at De Gaulle Airport. 

I climbed on the belt, and it leaned to the side, 

as if we were climbing a mountain. 

 

Next to me a woman was playing the cello. 

With each one of her notes, you all moved. 

Lucy, you were shining. You all were dancing. 

 

We kept on climbing, but at the end of the 

belt there was a bonfire. 

The cello was falling, 

The woman clung to the cello, 

trying to play some notes 

in the midst of the flames. 

It was complete silence composed of sparks. 

 

When I was about to fall, I looked at the 

child brides, the winged women, and I ran 

with all my might in the opposite direction. 

The wooden tray slipped out of my hands. 

And you all fell, into the violet sparks. 

I ran and I ran, 

trying to reach you, 

but I couldn’t. 
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I had to survive. 

I ran until my legs broke 

and I woke up with a start, in my bed. (Silence.) 

Why are some able to resist and others…? The woman with the cello could not.  

You could not… And I… (Silence.)  

 

5. A Woman and a Day at a Time 

Past. Exterior. Terezin Concentration Camp. 

HF 

Every day is like this. 

At five o’clock,  

the shrill whistle. 

 

Make up the bunk. 

Take care of personal hygiene. 

Hygiene? 

How can I wash up if there is no running water? 

Maybe tomorrow… 

My mouth is parched, from one day to the next. 

My head is shaven.  

My neck is dry and cracked.  

My body is gone, like a castaway,  

wandering among the ghosts of a shipwreck.  
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I have to squeeze each drop from a glass of water 

to wash my face, 

my hands. 

Not forget that I was a person 

I am a person. Not forget the 

woman who kissed me an eternity ago, 

with a kiss of cinnamon and chocolate. 

 

Washing up makes me a person, 

Helping me to resist. 

To remember my days of primping, 

light-heartedly brushing my hair, 

feeling myself pretty for the slightest reason. 

 

Every morning the same gray dress, 

mended a thousand times. 

The black overcoat they forbid me to wear for sleeping. 

Waking up with frozen fingers turned purple. 

I am so cold. 

Every morning. 

Go out in the yard. 

Line up. 

Don’t move. 

Look at the ground. 
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Don’t move. 

Every morning. 

Line ups and cold. 

Resist.  

 

They leave us here 

too long. 

The time it takes to check the bunks, 

take away those no longer breathing. 

Every morning. 

Dead women with a fixed stare. 

They don’t close the women’s eyes. 

Why don’t they close their eyes? 

 

Every winter morning,  

nude bodies in a German truck. 

Don’t move. 

Look at the ground. 

Don’t move.  

 

How long are they leaving us here? 

I would like to see sunrise, but here the sun doesn’t shine. 

It doesn’t shine. 

Resist. 
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Don’t move. 

Look at the ground. 

Don’t move. 

 

Keep your back straight. 

Bend your knees a little. 

Think of training for the theater,  

Training. 

Resist. 

 

Keep your back straight, bend your knees a little,  

look at the ground, don’t move. 

I can’t go on. 

Resist. 

Resist. 

Every day the same,  

except that day, 

Pavilion 12 is leaving.  

That moment of separation comes 

back to me with every march. 

Vendula, Vendula, 

where are they taking you? 

Her look, the scream, 
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the shrill whistle. 

Vendula is no longer, 

she isn’t, she isn’t. 

Emptiness. Finally 

we get out of line. 

 

The writing on the door: Arbeit Macht Frei. 

Work will make you free? 

But no one is free. 

Freedom is not possible. 

Resist? 

 

Walk to the kitchen, looking at the floor. 

Wash the dishes, 

the pots. 

Sweep the dust. 

Serve the officers. 

Every day. 

Not a crumb, only dust. 

Only… 

 

I’m lucky to be in the kitchen. 

And to care for the children. 

I care for Aviva, now 
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she only has me. The children live 

here very little time, very little. 

Little bodies in a German truck. 

What can be done so they can stand hunger and cold? 

What can I do in this terrible weather? 

Odolává! Like she said. 

 

They say the glass pavilion will be a playground. 

A glass park at Terezin? 

To play? 

You can’t eat glass. 

Aviva needs food. 

They need food. 

Hunger is always present. 

 

Everyday. 

Cold. 

Line ups. 

Hunger. 

Work. 

Night. 

 

Don’t forget that I’m a person.  

Treat others as people. 
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Treat the children as people. 

Look out the window. 

Darkness. 

Odolává! Like she said. 

 

Today… 

In the distance, 

Little sporadic lights glow in nothingness. 

They look like fireflies. 

Fireflies…to resist. 

 

6. A Woman and a Trauma 

Present. Interior. YC’s home. 

YC 

Oh, Tomas Tranströmer, what happened to you? 

I’ve told you a thousand times. 

Don’t be intimidated by the caterpillars. What happened to you this time? 

 

Don’t go near the Podalias. Those moths’ hairs are poisonous. 

Don’t go out of your comfort zone. You have to stay there. 

You’re a Chilopoda, a centipede. 

You have to stay with your own kind. 

You see? Here’s your food. 
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I’m going to tell you a secret. 

When I was nine, I wanted to do an experiment in my school yard. 

And… I removed some little legs from a centipede. 

I know, I know, but I was a little girl, and little girls… 

My classmates caught me at it, and it was one of the saddest days of my life. 

My classmates accused me of being dirty, cruel, a bad person. 

I said it was just a centipede, but those girls insisted “It’s alive!” 

I just wanted to take away some little legs, only a few… 

 

My classmates decided to have a funeral for the darned centipede. 

They put it in a little match box. Almost 

the whole class participated in the funeral, and I 

became someone who tortured animals. 

They didn’t notice they were burying it alive. 

I just wanted to know if it could walk with fewer legs. 

My teacher scolded me in front of everyone. 

You don’t do that to living creatures. 

 

The teacher called my mother, and she got furious. 

She punished me. No dessert for a week. 

Say goodbye to apples baked with sugar and butter. 

All for a Chilopoda. 

You understand, Herr Tranströmer. All for a few little legs… 

I discovered something important that day. 
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I promised myself that I would always follow my curiosity. 

Wanting to know, above everything. 

So I became an entomologist. 

Now I don’t talk much with people but a lot with centipedes. 

And yes, you are my comfort zone. 

Herr Tranströmer? Herr Tranströmer? What are you doing? Stay away from the caterpillars! 

They’re going to…! Augh! 

 

7. A Woman and a Trauma 

Past. Interior. Terezin Concentration Camp 

HF 

I run my hands over my dress, trying to make the 

wrinkles disappear, ten times, a hundred times. 

I wash my face. 

How I miss my perfume, my toothbrush and tooth paste, lotion, nail clippers,  

soap, cocoa butter, eyebrow pencil, 

and, of course, my coty rouge.  

I long for all that I was, all the possibilities for being, 

I long for my family jewels, yanked away in the first searches, 

for the Torah, the candle, 

the light from that candle, and the  

curls of my hair touching my shoulders. 

I long for language to express doubts and ask questions, 

I long for documents, passport, a name, because 



The Mercurian, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Spring 2021) 185 
 

now I am only a number and a star. And while I’m longing, 

I pinch my lips with a tiny splinter 

and use my blood as lipstick 

and a bit on my cheeks. 

So I look healthy. 

 

I take the coffee and set it on the table, I look at his eyes. 

He could kill me. 

Looking at a soldier’s eyes is forbidden. 

I look at him, I smile, he looks at me. 

I lower my gaze and go to my usual corner. 

hübsche Hundin, he calls me “beautiful bitch.” 

I smile, listening to everything 

he says, hübsche Hundin. I pretend  

that I like him. For a moment I want  

his hands to inhabit me. 

 

I let him do what he wants.  

He turns me around. 

He penetrates me. 

He turns me back around. 

I feel like a rag doll. 

 

It’s rapid, with an unheard of violence. 
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I know he’s done, his face contracts in a grimace 

that’s horrible but beautiful at the same time. 

He covers his face. 

Does he perhaps feel…? 

I draw near, but he pushes me. 

I stand still, not daring to say anything. 

 

He pulls up his pants and looks at me 

the same way the others do, as if I were a  

foul-smelling animal. 
 
From a shelf he takes a piece of chocolate 

and throws it in my face. 

 

He didn’t have to do that. 

He gives me chocolate. 

I smile at him. 

I kiss the chocolate, and save it for Aviva. 

He slaps me. 

Hundin, he says to me. 

Thank you, I reply. 

Halt die Klappe!, he says, telling me to shut up. 

I dress rapidly and get into my usual corner 
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where I observe outside of myself and my body. 

 

8. A Woman and a Memory 

Present. Interior.  

(YC’s home. Soft Beatles music.) 

YC 

Come on, Lucy. It’ll be dark soon. 

One day I ran away from home while my parents were taking a nap. 

I left without making noise, tiptoeing, with a backpack filled with glass bottles and lids with punched 
holes. 

I hoped to find new insects for my collection. 

It was night before I started home. In the middle of the darkness, scared to death, I started to see 
little flying lights. 

I managed to trap one. 

I ran with all my might for home. I felt something so big, an immense satisfaction, that 
overwhelmed me. I had trapped a fairy! 

 

When I got near the house, my fairy stopped shining. 

I ran and my mother stopped me at the door. 

Where have you been, she asked me furiously. 

I could only tell her I had trapped a fairy. 

She snatched the jar and put it under the light.  

She raised her eyebrows and her eyes got very big. 

Then I realized that my fairy was an insect. 

A firefly. 
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At that moment, my mother without a word set the insect loose in the dark part of the garden. 

Then the firefly started to shine again and I fell in love with your species. 

 (YC turns off the lights in the room.) 

I understood that love is a form of light. 

 (In the dimmed light, the firefly shines.) 

 

9. A Woman and a Letter 

Past. Interior. Terezin Concentration Camp. 

HF (Rereading a letter to an officer) 

Dear Mother, 

Many months have passed since they brought me here and I think of you every day. 

I’m well. The officers are letting me send you this letter. I have to write it in German. I hope you 
can understand it. 

These have been difficult months, but Terezin has changed a great deal since we arrived. 

They’ve built a glass pavilion, with some games for children. 

For some time now the children have a special menu. 

Once a week we have an activity.  

We have poetry recitations and even concerts. Some of the best musicians from the ghetto in Prague 
are here, like Hans Krása and Pavel Haas. Thinking about bumblebees, Haas has composed an opera 
for children, Brundibar. 

I’ve directed two shows for children. The first was in Yiddish and the second in German. A work 
about insects who are waiting for spring. 

I would have liked… (Pause) 

I would have liked for you to see it. The fireflies are precious. 

Today we will be performing it again. This time just for the officers. A group of thirty officers and a 
delegation from the Red Cross. 
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The work was inspired by Aesop’s fable that you used to tell me. Do you remember? I asked for it 
every night. And you said to me Moje Holka, Moje Holka.  

Once upon a time there was a serpent that pursued a Firefly, who rapidly fled in fear of the fierce predator, 
but the serpent continued chasing her.  

The firefly fled one day and the serpent did not give up. Two days and the serpent persisted. 

On the third day, exhausted, the Firefly stopped and said to the serpent: 

“May I ask you three questions?” 

“I don’t usually give anyone that privilege, but since I’m going to eat you, you may do so,” 

“Am I part of the food chain?” 

“No,” the serpent answered. 

“Have I done you any harm?” 

“No,” the serpent answered again. 

“Then, why do you want to destroy me?” 

“Because I can’t bear to see you shine.” 

The show was precious. Aviva was a marvelous firefly. 

There was a great deal of applause. 

The officers took pictures of themselves with us.  

(She pauses and looks at the officer.) 

They treated us like people. 

After the show, they took away half of the children. 

They took them to your camp. They said that their parents were at Auschwitz. 

Please take care of them. 

Aviva stayed with me, in the theater. 

Now we live in the same pavilion. 
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I have to finish. Give my love to the family. 

I think of you always. Always. HF 

(The officer takes the letter and rips it up. HF looks down. The officer hands her a small postcard. HF 
writes. She is sobbing.) 

Mother, 

Everything is fine. They treat me well. Aviva is getting fat. She is getting fat. I do theater with the 
children. They are fireflies. 

I think of you always. Always. HF 

 (The officer grabs the postcard from her hand.) 

 

10. A Woman and a Failure 

Present. Interior. YC’s home. 

(YC enters and tosses her purse. She takes off her overcoat, shoes, and throws her house keys in the air.) 

YC 

Can you believe it, Lucy? Can you believe it? 

They asked Madame Latreille about her students and I, 

I waited and waited, and waited for 

her to say something about me. 

I thought that she could mention my contributions to her explanations, her publications, her 
proposals… 

Nothing. 

Not a word. 

It was a conference about our work, and Madame Latreille didn’t even say my name, 

Not even a mention. 

Nothing. 
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I felt anger rise to my mouth, 

I wanted to interrupt the conference and say to her, 

“What’s wrong with you? Huh? 

Don’t you remember me?” 

And what’s worse, Lucy, the worst of all, is 

that I said nothing. I said nothing to her. 

What do you make of that, Lucy? 

Two years off the clock, without weekends, working fourteen, fifteen hours,  

days with a sandwich out of a machine, and then back to  

work. And now all of this work, all my effort, is hers. 

Two years thrown in the garbage, 

two years! You get that? 

And what’s worse, the worst of all, is 

that I kept silent. When 

I was coming home, I started 

to cry; in the bus, on the subway, in the doorway. 

 

At what place in my memory, 

in my past, 

in my story did I learn to 

keep silent? When did I accept 

my place in the shadows? 

When did I accept it’s our place to be skilled without shining? 
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I’m not sure, Lucy, I’m for being discreet, but… 

I need some light,,, 

(The insects move in their case. For a moment it appears that Lucy shines in the semi-darkness of the room. 
The phone rings. YC answers.) 

Hello. What’s up? 

What? 

That can’t be. 

But my mother… 

 I spoke to her yesterday. 

 She was fine. 

 I’m leaving right now. 

(YC hangs up and stands motionless.) 

 

11. A Woman and an Impossible Action 

Present. Interior. 

(HF’s home. HF is now an elderly woman who walks slowly. She holds a little wire object in her hands.) 

HF 

The dream came back. 

My dream is a nightmare, 

repetitive… 

The same train is full of people,  

The darkness, sweat, lamentations,  

the sound of unspoken words,  

and Mama saying to me, stay there, stay there, Moje Holka… 
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Moje Holka… 

Little girl, my little girl… 

 

It was the same dream, the same dream, 

that keeps coming back, but this time the doors 

didn’t open. The roof opened, 

letting in a white light, 

intense and blinding. 

I closed my eyes, and when I opened them, there was the sky, 

Everyone’s body had become elongated, like in  

a painting by El Greco, pale and bluish. 

 

Suddenly I began, 

we began to float. 

Mother’s blue dress turned to cobalt blue, 

the wind stirred it like stalks of corn, 

as gently as a lullaby. 

 

I wore a bridal veil 

and a white dress with buttons shaped like bells. 

We could all fly. 

 

I wanted to rise up, 

but my legs were unable to run in the sky. 
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I went back to the train car. 

I fell, it was dark once more, 

The sweat, lamentations, the sound of 

unspoken words. But Mother 

was no longer there. 

 (Pause. A white butterfly crosses the stage.) 

 

12. A Woman and a Question 

Present. Interior. Events room.  

A large table with a white tablecloth. Candles and white flowers. A woman’s photo. A crown of flowers. Remains of 
an elegant dinner. Empty bottles that YC is clearing up. She puts them next to a barrel. YC tosses a bottle into the 
barrel. Broken glass. She breaks another bottle, then another and another, more and more rapidly. 

YC (looking at the woman’s photo) 

Why didn’t you tell me, Mother? 

You had to wait until the end? 

You had to do it that way, like that?   

(YC breaks several bottles.) 

Why did you leave me that letter? 

In thirty-five years you couldn’t tell me anything?   

(YC breaks another bottle.) 

What good does it do me to know? 

Why now?  

(YC breaks another bottle. And another.) 

What good does it do me to know you were born in 
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Terezin? You were born in captivity, Mama, you are 

the daughter of a Jew from the Prague ghetto who 

gave birth to a little girl in Terezin,  

raised by a German family that kept the secret for 

years… 

And I? Who am I? 

Who was my grandmother? 

Großmutter Hilda wasn’t my grandmother? 

What am I to do with your story? 

And once more, where is my story?   

(YC breaks several bottles.) 

And why do you tell me about that actress? 

Is she still alive?  

(YC breaks more bottles.) 

Why, Mama? Why now? Why…? 

I am made of shadows, 

I don’t know who I am nor what gives me shelter. 

I take refuge among tiny things, 

I am made of silences. 

Should I adopt your story? 

Mama, who are you?   

(YC breaks more bottles. She breaks down.) 

Mama, Mama, I need you. 
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13. A Woman and a Supplication 

Present. Interior. Living room(s). 

A large table with a white tablecloth. Candles and white flowers. Four wine glasses.  

HF washes her hands in a basin. She fills the second wine glass and drinks. 

HF (reading) 

“How is this night different from other nights? 

This night is different because I’m alive, 

Because I was lucky and survived. 

Because now, no matter what, I will always fight for life. 

 

This night is different because I know that it is my duty to tell my story. 

Our story. 

So that oblivion does not fill our souls.” 

 (HF puts the letter away) 

YC 

Mama. 

I’m not Jewish.  

There’s nothing Jewish about me, Mama. 

I don’t know if I can, if I’ll know how, if 

I have the inner strength. 

I will look for the woman who saved you. 

 (HF finishes her glass of wine.) 
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14. A Woman and a Light 

Present. Interior. HF’s kitchen. 

HF 

Oh, Mother. Reading the pages of your cookbook is like going back to our kitchen. 
 “Seven-hour eggs. 

When you shell them, the designs from cracks appear painted on them. After at least an hour 
in the oven, take them out and tap them.” 

I remember you preparing for the Sabbath, Mother, starting early the day before to put the eggs in 
the oven. And then hours to cook them. 

 (HF takes the eggs out of the oven. She puts them in water.) 

Oh, Mother, do you remember? “If the egg resists more than seven hours, so much the better. Eggs, 
like people, get better if they resist.” 

 (The shelled eggs show designs.) 

I love seven-hour eggs. Their scars are beautiful. Nowadays, scars are hidden. 

 (Sound of doorbell) 

I’m coming. I’m coming.  The mail carrier?  

(She exits. A moment later enters with an envelope. She reads. The letter falls from her hands. She stares 
into space. Silence. She picks the letter up.) 

Moje holka, moje holka. 

(We hear the song “Now Beautiful Spring Is Coming” (Jetzt fängt das schöne Frühjahr an). She carefully 
holds the wire firefly. She kisses it.) 

Mama, Mama,  

Moje holka. 

Baby Hadda survived! 

Aviva, your granddaughter, survived. 
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15. A Woman and an Expectation 

Present. Interior. YC’s living room.  

(YC is speaking on the phone with her father.) 

YC 

Dad, it’s me. Yvette Céline. 

She’s answered me. 

She, the  

actress, 

the woman who saved Mom. 

I’ve found her. 

And she’s willing to see me. 

She’s in Prague. 

Afterwards, she returned to Prague. 

Are you coming with me? (Silence) 

Alright. 

As you wish. 

No, I don’t need money. 

See you Sunday. 

(YC hangs up.) 

 

16. Two Women and Happiness 

Present. Interior. HF and YC in their respective homes.                             

YC 

I’ve found her, Mom. 
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HF 

My beloved Vendula, my dear sister, has a … Great granddaughter? And I… I… 

What am I? A great aunt? A great great aunt? Oh! What difference does it make?  

YC 

At last she can tell me. 

HF 

A great great niece in Paris. 

YC 

It’s what you wanted. 

HF 

A light in the darkness. 

(The two women begin to twirl around. As if they were little girls. As if there was nothing else in the world. 
They dance. They don’t see each other. They don’t touch, but they are together. They are overcome with joy. 
They laugh.) 

 

17. A Woman and Transportation 

Present. Interior. YC’s livingroom. 

(YC is looking at her Ipad.) 

YC 

I can’t go by plane. 

I couldn’t stand it. 

Closed in, 

Suspended there, 

Up above. 
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 (Speaking to her insect case.) 

I wish I were like you. 

If I could fly with my own wings… 

You’re never afraid, or are you? 

 

There are no direct trains. 

Ew, three hundred euros.  

Eleven hours to get there. 

Paris to Mannheim to Prague. 

March 2nd. 

8:00 at night. 

Buy. 

 (To the insects)  

We’re going to Prague. 

 

18. Two Women and a Meeting 

Present. Interior. HF’s living room 

(HF polishes the wire firefly as if it were a great treasure. She looks in the mirror. She fixes her hair. She takes out a 
coty rouge. She handles it with great care. She touches up her cheeks. She looks at the clock. She sits down. She looks 
out the window. Sound of doorbell. She puts her hand on her heart. She opens the door. HF quickly hugs YC and 
YC responds with self-restraint.) 

YC 

Good afternoon. 

HF 

Welcome. 
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YC 

Thank you. 

HF 

Come in, my dear. Don’t just stand there. 

 (YC enters and remains motionless. Pause.) 

HF 

Do sit down.  

 (YC sits down.) 

I’ve made tea. Do you like tea? 

YC 

Yes. 

HF 

How was your trip?  

YC 

I came by train. 

HF 

By train?  

YC 

It takes a long time. Eleven hours. 

HF 

I can never travel again by train, you see.  

(Pause. She stops to observe YC.)  

YC 

What’s wrong? 
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HF 

Words. Words are of no use. You are… Like the shadow of two butterflies.  

YC 

Is that pretty? 

HF 

If you like butterflies, yes. 

YC 

What was she like? (Silence) 

HF (Offering YC a tray) 

They’re Rugelach. Typical pastries. 

YC 

Delicious. Thank you. 

 (Silence. Both women search for something to do without finding it.) 

HF 

I’m sorry you had to find out this way. How are you doing? 

YC 

I’m still…  

HF 

Of course. It’s still very soon.  

(YC nervously moves her spoon.) 

What do you expect from me? 

YC 

The truth. I know my mother was born in Terezin and that she survived thanks to you. 
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HF 

Aviva, your grandmother, was my niece. I’m the sister of Vendula, your great grandmother. In other 
words, I’m an antique.  (The two women smile.) 

YC 

How did you survive? 

HF 

The theatre saved me. Thinking, even if only during a performance, that I could get away. (Pause.) 
That and what a woman said to me that I’ve never forgotten. Odolává! 

YC 

What? 

HF 

Odolává! Resist. In Czech. (Silence.) 

What do you do? 

YC 

I’m an entomologist.  

HF 

Etno….  

YC 

I study insects. I study fireflies as a source of light.  

HF 

Did you say … fireflies? 

YC 

Yes, The light they produce is very efficient. Almost 100% of their energy is emitted in light. A 
spotlight, for example, emits only 10% of its energy as light, the other 90% is lost as heat. 
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HF 

I didn’t know that. I only thought they gave us hope.  

(She shows YC the little wire firefly.) 

YC 

Coming from…? 

HF 

From darkness. Doesn’t it seem magical to you that unwittingly, without knowing…?  

YC 

No. (Pause.) Well. I don’t know. I don’t know what to believe in… 

HF 

Can one live without believing in something? 

YC 

I believe in the fireflies. I believe in fireflies because they produce beauty in the midst of darkness. 

HF 

Like theatre. (Long silence.) 

YC 

And you, what do you do? 

HF 

Now, well… Very little. Sometimes I tell our story to children. 

YC 

But you were an actress. 

(HF nods.)  

Were you in a lot of plays? 
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HF 

I had some successes… but the greatest one was constructing a worthy life on the ruins. Resist. Evil 
is unlimited but not infinite. Infinity limits evil. 

YC 

You believe? 

HF 

Yes. And Simone Weil, who also resisted, did to. (Silence.) 

 

19. Two Women and a Question 

Present. Interior. HF’s living room. 

YC 

What was life like at the Terezin camp? 

HF 

What do you know about the camps for Syrian refugees? What do you know about the border 
between Greece and Macedonia? 

YC 

Well… 

HF 

Do you know the European Union has agreed that Turkey can expel all the refugees? Did you know 
that? (Pause.) Forgive me, forgive me. It’s just that sometimes I hear the news and I begin to feel the 
trains again… Those trains. (Pause.) We lived in inhuman conditions. And even so, Terezin what 
better than Auschwitz. I was very lucky because I spoke German so they gave me kitchen chores 
and care of the children. With them I was able to put on some theatre pieces and I could care for 
Aviva. (Pause.) If I were younger and stronger, I would go to the border. 

YC 

You’re very brave. 
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HF 

No, of course not. It’s just that… we have to protect those children. (Pause.) But let’s talk, let’s talk 
about the past. 

YC 

You put on theatre in Terezin? 

HF 

The Gestapo used Terezin as fakery. They wanted to convince the world that their treatment of Jews 
was acceptable. They allowed the children to stage theatre. Your grandmother… Do you know what 
the name Aviva means? It means spring. Did your mother learn her name in Hebrew? 

YC 

I don’t know. She preferred silence… And a letter. My father told her that she was doing the right 
thing. We set the past aside, he told me. Why go back? 

HF 

That’s why the trains have returned, filled with terrified children. Because of not going back. (Pause.) 
In our tradition, we have a rite for giving a Hebrew name to little girls when they are one year old, 
but your grandmother gave that name upon the baby’s birth. She called her “Hadda”, the one who 
radiates happiness. (Silence.) 

In the last performance we gave, the stage was filled with fireflies and the little girls ran everywhere 
singing… 

(HF sings in German, Jetzt fängt das schöne Frühjahr an –Now beautiful spring is coming. At some point, 
YC joins in the singing For suggested English translation of song and the melody, see appendix..) 

Jetzt fängt das schöne Frühjahr an, 
und alles fängt zu blühen an 
auf grüner Heid und überall. 
 

Es blühen Blümlein auf dem Feld, 
sie blühen weiß, blau, rot und gelb; 
es gibt nichts Schön’res auf der Welt. 
 
Jetzt geh ich über Berg und Tal, 
da hört man schön die Nachtigall 
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auf grüner Heid und überall. 

HF 

Your grandmother was a wonderful firefly. (Silence.) 

It was a special work. The children were happy. They had food, 

They put on costumes, we could sing and dance. 

I believed that things were changing for the better. We all believed it. 

What else could we think? 

But in reality they had to convince the Red Cross that at 

Terezin we were fine. They took photos of us, they made a movie… 

And as soon as the Red Cross went away, hunger returned, and they took half 

of the children to Auschwitz. 

Your grandmother was saved because they thought she could work. (Silence.) 

 

20. Woman and an Origin 

Present. Interior. HF’s living room. 

YC 

Do you know anything about my grandfather? Did he live with her in the camp? 

HF 

In our pavilion there were only women. 

YC 

So… (Silence.) 

HF 

Your grandmother managed to hide her pregnancy until the end. 

When they discovered it, they couldn’t take her away. They made her sign a letter that she agreed 
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with euthanizing her daughter. They smothered newborns. (Silence.) 

Your mother, Hadda, was born in the early morning. In the pavilion, with the help of all the women. 
She was born in absolute silence. At night, in secret. 

But we had to get her out of the camp. That was the only way she could live. I hid your mother in 
my overcoat. In the morning, I took her to the kitchen. I showed her to Hilda, one of the German 
women I worked with. She shook her head. 

Nein, nein. 

I begged her to take the baby away. 

Nein, nein, bitte. 

Your mother began to cry. 

And Hilda, who was a mother herself, couldn’t bear it. 

She put her in a potato sack and left. 

I never saw Hilda again. 

I thought… I thought… 

And then I got your letter… (Silence.) 

I am so happy you are here. For years I thought I had been the only… 

YC 

The only? 

HF 

The only survivor. 

 (Silence. HF tries to get up but lacks the strength.) 

I have to rest. 

Can we meet tomorrow? 

 (YC nods. She stands up and crosses to the exit.) 
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21. A Woman and Poetic Justice 

Present. Interior. 

(YC enters her hotel room. She undresses, slowly, and sits in a chair. For a moment. She makes a decision and then 
makes a telephone call.) 

YC 

Madame Latreille, am I disturbing you? Oh, I’m sorry. I’ll be brief. Don’t worry. I’m in Prague and it 
will be a few days before I get back. That shouldn’t bother you, right? (Pause.) 

I’m not sure just how long this matter will take. I’ll let you know. I’ll look for a flight… Yes, a flight. 
Why not? The train trip is too long. 

Madame Latreille, perhaps, when we’re in Paris… I’d like to talk to you. Calmly. Perhaps our 
collaboration ought to move on to a new phase. Yes, a different phase. A more balanced phase. One 
that is more fitting. (Pause.) You see, Madame Latreille…. I don’t want to resemble Tomas 
Tranströmer (Pause.) No, not the entomologist. The centipede in my insect case. (Pause.) He can’t go 
near the Podalias. Their hairs are poisonous. (Pause.) Tomas Tranströmer searches around and lets 
himself be attracted by the Podalias… He doesn’t realize that their strength is in him. But we’ll talk 
about that in Paris. (Pause.) 

Oh, really? I’ve changed? Maybe. Do you know that I’m the granddaughter of a firefly? Of a woman 
filled with light. Yes…  That’s right. Do you know what Odoldává means? 

 (Blackout.) 

 

22. Two Women and a Threat 

Present. Interior. HF’s living room. 

HF 

Good morning. I expected you later. 

YC 

I’m sorry. 

HF 

Of course you’re welcome any time. 
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 (HF takes out a jar of paste similar to marmalade along with some matzohs.) 

Try this. It’s called haroset. 

YC 

Delicious. What’s in it? 

HF 

Apples, walnuts, honey, cinnamon and wine. It’s a sweet that we eat at Passover. It recalls the clay 
used by the Hebrew people when they were slaves in Egypt. (Silence.) 

YC 

I have to know. 

Who was my grandfather? (Long silence.) 

HF 

Grandfather? 

Did you say grandfather? 

No, that word isn’t worth mentioning. 

I don’t know who he was. And if I once had an inkling, I no longer can see his face… 

They were terrible times, my child. 

Aviva did not choose Hadda’s father. She did not choose to get pregnant. At Terezin women did 
not choose, my dear. Young girls didn’t either. 

But there were also incredible actions. Like that of Hilda, the cook who sheltered Hadda. Like that 
of the woman who risked her life to share a piece of chocolate with us. Because a piece of chocolate 
was the difference between going on and dying. 

 (Long silence. HF hands YC the wire firefly.) 

You are the last one in our family. All of our family lives within you. Now you can tell our story. 
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23. A Woman and a Poem 

Present. Interior. HF’s living room. 

HF 

We said today we’d talk of poetry. 

YC 

I haven’t had time to find a poem. 

HF 

Then I’ll read mine to you. I wrote it the day I met you. When you told me that you believed in 
fireflies. 

The sun is dying out 

leaving me bereft of  

hope. Yesterday no longer 

exists. Nostalgia is bitter. 

Faraway, intermittent splendors. 

Fireflies that still love.  

 

24. A Woman. Alive. 

Present. Exterior. 

(Spring 2016. YC has returned to the mountain of scene 2, She is carrying an insect case.) 

I had to come back here. 

I believed that sometimes fog is necessary. 

And that’s not true. 

I need light to understand, to know, to do. 

To know who I am. 
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I am the little girl who looked for fairies with a jar. 

I am the little girl who took legs from a centipede. 

I am the woman who was afraid to fly. 

I am the woman that sought refuge among insects. 

I am the woman who discovered her mother after her death. 

I am the memory of my ancestors. 

I am the woman who flies now, like a Chagall painting. 

I am a firefly and doubt and a question and curiosity. 

Always curiosity. 

I am dream and little girl and light and laughter and path. 

Remy Chauvin, do you feel it? Do you feel this fresh air? 

Oh, Father Kirby, listen… Don’t tell me you prefer the Beatles! 

Lucy, Lucy? Can you feel spring? 

Tomas Tranströmer, you don’t know how much I’ve learned from you. From all of you. 

Now we must say goodbye. 

You shouldn’t wait for me in our Paris apartment. 

Remember the dream I told you? It was a terrible dream about sacrifices.. 

I don’t know how much I can help, 

I don’t know if I’ll be able to do something, something that is worthwhile. 

I only know that I don’t want another Europe that is crossed by 

trains, with little girls who are lost, who cry, with 

women who don’t know where they are goingl Someone will have to 

shed a little light, like the fireflies… Because 

we must go on. 
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Go on, in spite of everything. 

To act, in spite of everything. 

To build, in spite of everything. 

To create, in spite of everything. 

To smile, in spite of everything. 

To shine, to shine, to shine. 

Odolává! 

 (YC frees all the insects. The stage is filled with flying insects, at last free.) 

The End 
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APPENDIX 

Beautiful spring is almost here, 

Blossoms are coming far and near 

In the green meadows everywhere. 

 

Little flowers grow in the meadow. 

They are white, red, blue, and yellow. 

All is beautiful everywhere. 

 

We go now o’er hill and dale. 

Soon we’ll be hearing the nightingale 

In the green meadows everywhere. 
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Quinn Aragorn. Performing the Politics of Translation in Modern Japan: Staging the 
Resistance. London & New York: Routledge, 2020. 169pp. 

Performing the Politics of Translation in Modern Japan: Staging the resistance covers a lot of ground in its 
selective but superb tracing of a century of political performances in Japan in theatre and other 
media to show both the translation of approaches to history and the shifting meaning of the 
imported terms “liberty” (jiyuu) and “revolution” (kakumei) in different Japanese cultural contexts. 
From the onset, Quinn’s work generates excitement in the prospect of exploring alternative, 
unrecognized, or overlooked performances to present ‘the translation of “liberty” and “revolution”, 
not through a one-to-one correspondence model, but rather as a many-to-many relationship’ (3) in 
order to highlight the ways in which performance and translation served as a central hub for the 
“generation, contestation, and propagation of foundational national narratives and concepts” (3). In 
doing so, it discusses the work of “well-studied” theatre practitioners, such as Kubo Sakae and 
Murayama Tomoyoshi, but is more interested in shedding light on players not typically highlighted 
in historical accounts of performance, translation, and politics in Japan in the century following the 
Meiji Restoration in 1868, such as sōshi activist performance artists who endure in popular cultural 
productions. In short, this selective history is an ambitious and interesting study that is intent on 
understanding performance, translation, and politics from a range of perspectives, but always with 
special attention to alternative spaces, forms, and practices. 

Each of the book’s five chapters covers different aspects of stories of resistance that travel through 
time and different performance spaces. The dense first chapter, “Weaponizing Meiji liberty,” 
discusses the challenges of translating such concepts as ‘liberty’ and the role that cultural context 
plays in shaping them, drawing attention to the “many to many” translation representing the 
competing expectations and agendas of groups and individuals of different social classes “working in 
resistance to the Meiji oligarchy to define the modern nation” (12) and the alternative spaces used 
for the performance of political messages (13). Specifically, it focuses on the first three translations 
of Shakespeare into Japanese: Tsuboyuchi Shōyō’s 1884 translation and Kawashima Keizo’s 1883 
translation of Julius Caesar and Itakura Kōtaro’s 1888 translation of Coriolanus. Quinn provides close 
comparative readings of texts, paratexts, and contexts to show how each performs different kinds of 
liberty for different audiences at a time when the relationship of people and state was in notable flux. 
In his discussion of these translations and how they were performed, Quinn foregrounds alternative 
modes of performance of these translations, drawing our attention to the “unusual medium of 
performance texts that were not meant for the stage” (30) and the activist “orations” found in the 
“brash guerilla theater” of sōshi performance that combined violence and political engagement.  

Chapter Two, “There is a specter haunting Communism,” and Chapter Three, “Democracy dies in 
Gifu,” move to the 1920s to revisit historical and critical assumptions about the relationship of 
translation, politics, and performance in the Proletarian Theater Movement. It starts with a 
consideration of the notion of “revolution” [kakumei], a translated term that first appears in 1876 in 
a newspaper article discussing the French Revolution, but which is associated with a much older 
history through its Chinese characters that traditionally had a related but different meaning: “the 
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compound ‘kakumei’ was an ancient Chinese word that had been used to describe dynastic change 
and had its roots in the cosmos like its Western counterpart” (50). In the 1920s, the term is 
powerfully linked to the Communist revolution and resonates within Japanese leftist culture and 
performance. Quinn takes a look at what he calls Restoration Plays, such as The Secret Account from 
Tsukuba by Sasaki Takamaru, which are plays “either set in the early Meiji period or are translations 
of narratives about revolution seen by their translators as analogs to the Meiji situation” (46). It is 
interesting to see how the unsettled meaning of revolution in Japanese translation “embod[ies] the 
proletarian revolution through the analogy of the Restoration, which in the 1880s was […] 
understood and interpreted by means of analogy to Western precedents” (47). This is presented as 
the same analogous relationship that the two texts of a translation pair, source and target, have with 
each other; from the discussion in this chapter, and in keeping with the idea of translation as a 
‘many-to-many’ relationship, it seems to be useful to unsettling conventional translation discourse 
and think about translation in terms of multiple moving targets. 

These two chapters, like the text as a whole, confidently provide evidence of sustained and 
meticulous research into the historical context of Japanese performance, politics, and translation, but 
the consideration of translation from a theoretical point of view is rather timid. Linda Hutcheon’s 
work on adaptation seems to extend observations about many on many translation in obvious ways, 
especially in the context of theater, but theater performance has never been bound by the stubborn 
demands for fidelity that have dogged translation or that initially plagued film adaptation criticism. It 
might have been more provocative if Hutcheon’s earlier work on irony had been considered in 
concert with her thoughts on adaptation, with attention to the translator and audience that recognize 
the past in a performance and those who do not.  

Chapter Four, “Shinsengumi live!” looks at four Restoration plays about the Shinsengumi—a motley 
crüe of deputized swordsmen from the social margins who fought on the side of the shogunate 
during its demise—by the Zenshinsa troupe in the 1920s, including hybrid performances that fused 
stage and film. Instead of a consideration of ideology, the chapter focuses on intersemiotic 
translation and the cultural implications of form and new world views that are shaped by technology. 
The continuing return to the Shinsengumi (Quinn mentions a 2015 zombie version) in creative 
retellings in a range of media is a good example of the cultural translation of a story that continues 
to be relevant in the popular imagination, although how it signifies in different times is deeply 
inflected by the form it takes and thus how it is told. Distinctions between genres and turf wars 
between film and theater criticism seem outmoded from a twenty-first century perspective, where 
the many on many is nowhere more evident than in our use of media in our daily life; recording and 
commenting on historical moments; and participating in them through live, mediated, and hybrid 
viewing, and circulated commentary. 

The study’s concluding chapter, “The last sōshi,” continues to look at intersemiotic translation, 
performance, and politics in the postwar period, and interest in the live and unscripted aspects of 
sōshi theater by in the Meiji Period by playwrights and filmmakers, such as Fukuda Yoshiyuki or 
Inagaki Hiroshi, as a way to invigorate the possibilities of an unpredictable, participatory audience in 
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lieu of a passive one comfortably protected by the fourth wall. It is interesting that the productions 
considered here are all backstage dramas, intent on showing the seams of cultural production, and 
drawing attention to the ethics of practice and performance.  

Performing the Politics of Translation in Modern Japan: Staging the resistance then is a careful historical study 
that encourages us to look out for alternative, unofficial, and overlooked spaces of performance; and 
it is an excellent departure text for further exploration into how intralingual, interlingual, and 
intersemiotic translation make space for such performances to circulate and their meaning to be 
revisited.  

 

Beverley Curran teaches interlingual, cultural, and media translation at International Christian 
University (ICU) in Mitaka, Tokyo. Recent publications include a chapter in The Routledge Handbook of 
Translation, Feminism and Gender (2020), edited by Luise von Flotow and Hala Kamal. Current 
research projects are the circulation of hybrid texts for all ages and feminist translation thought and 
invitational rhetoric. 
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