PAVOL JANÍK
The School Graduation Suit

(A comic tragedy)

CHARACTERS 

EMANUEL GROSS, a retired governor of a bank 

EMILIA, his wife 

The action takes place before breakfast. 

FIRST AND LAST ACT 

Morning - in a large house above the town. 

(Introductory music, the wall clock strikes the quarter, birdsong and the ticking of the clock in the background.) 

FIRST AND LAST SCENE 

GROSS and EMILIA. 

GROSS: (Quietly gets out of bed, slips on a dressing gown with a coat of arms on it, yawns, wanders around the room touching things, making a little noise, humming a cheerful melody, finally he picks on the wardrobe as the object of his interest and opens it. The door creaks horribly.) 

EMILIA: (Torn out of her sleep.) For heavens sake, Emanuel! What was that?! 

GROSS: (Goes on looking through the wardrobe.) Sorry, Emilia, dear. Go back to sleep. 

EMILIA: What's going on?! Is anything the matter? 

GROSS: No. Don't worry. 

EMILIA: (Lying on her back and talking to the ceiling.) Strange. As if something had changed but I don't know what it is. 

GROSS: It's probably that from today I am retired. Aren't you going to sleep any more? Should I wish you good morning? 

EMILIA: Good morning to you, too, darling. (She begins to stir and looks around her.) Are you looking for something? In that cupboard. 

GROSS: I think I should tidy things up here. 

EMILIA: As you like. (Sighs.) 

GROSS: You just rest. 

EMILIA: I'll try. 

GROSS: I won't disturb you. (Sticks his head into the wardrobe.) 

EMILIA: (Sleepily.) Mm. 

GROSS: (Something rattles and he suddenly exclaims in delight.) My gold watch! 

EMILIA: What about it? 

GROSS: I'd almost forgotten I had it. 

EMILIA: (Mildly irritated.) Aha. 

GROSS: (Quietly.) It's not going. Not saying anything. It doesn't care about time. 

EMILIA: (Half asleep.) Perhaps it scorns it. 

GROSS: (Pulling out a black suit.) My school graduation suit, too. 

EMILIA: (A bit cross.) What about your school graduation suit? 

GROSS: (Looking over it with pleasure.) My school graduation suit scorns time. It looks like new. I'll try it on. 

EMILIA: (Purrs in her sleep like a cat.) 

GROSS: (Changes into it and poses in front of the mirror.) There, ooh, what a figure. I can still get into it. A perfect fit. What do you say? 

EMILIA: (Automatically.) Mm. 

GROSS: Huh! What's this… Even mementoes can disappoint you. (Looking disgruntled, he takes it off and drops it on the floor.) 

EMILIA: (Sleepily.) Do you need something, dear? 

GROSS: On the contrary, dear. I don't need anything. 

EMILIA: Not even my help? 

GROSS: Not even this useless school graduation suit. 

EMILIA: (Suddenly alert, she lifts her head.) And what are you going to do with it? 

GROSS: Well… I don't know… We'll throw it away. 

EMILIA: That's where you're mistaken. You'll hang that suit up again. In the cupboard. In its place. 

GROSS: But, dear, you agreed I should tidy up here a bit. 

EMILIA: Of course, but that doesn't mean you're going to throw away our property. 

GROSS: That can't be classed as property. It's an ordinary school graduation suit. 

EMILIA: It's not an ordinary school graduation suit, it's your school graduation suit. 

GROSS: Of course, my forty-year-old extra-ordinary school graduation suit. 

EMILIA: I'm glad you've got the point at last. And now you can happily hang it up where it belongs. 

GROSS: It belongs in the dustbin. It's no use for anything. 

EMILIA: It will still come in handy. 

GROSS: For heaven's sake, don't be sentimental. We're not going to store things we don't need just because they remind us of something. 

EMILIA: Why because they remind us of something? 

GROSS: What other purpose could this useless suit serve? 

EMILIA: It could be worn, of course. 

GROSS: Where on earth could I show myself in such an ancient suit? 

EMILIA: At a funeral. 

GROSS: (Surprised.) Whose funeral? 

EMILIA: You can guess. 

GROSS: Has someone died? 

EMILIA: Someone - that's for certain. 

GROSS: And we're going to their funeral? 

EMILIA: D'you want to go to just anyone's funeral? 

GROSS: Me? I don't want to go to any funeral at all. It was you who thought that would be a splendid opportunity to use my school graduation suit. 

EMILIA: And what don't you like about it? 

GROSS: Everything. 

EMILIA: Everyone will die one day, won't they? 

GROSS: Yes, that's very true. 

EMILIA: I'm glad you agree I'm right. And now you can put that suit away in the cupboard with a clear conscience. 

GROSS: Tell me whose funeral I could show up at in this school graduation suit? 

EMILIA: At your own. 

(The clock on the wall is just striking the half hour.) 

GROSS: So you seriously think I'm going to go to my own funeral in that school graduation suit, do you? 

EMILIA: I don't know if you'll go there. I even doubt it, but you'll get there somehow. Leave that to the bereaved. That's my worry. 

GROSS: Why do you think you'll outlive me? That's not clear to me. 

EMILIA: You see how many things are still not clear in our perfect family life. 

GROSS: I do see. 

EMILIA: There was never anything wrong with your sight. 

GROSS: That's a fact, but even so, it's not clear enough to me why you assume you'll outlive me. 

EMILIA: You see, and yet it's so simple. 

GROSS: Simple? 

EMILIA: Simple. 

GROSS: But in spite of that, I don't understand. 

EMILIA: That's a good reason for thinking that you'll understand this suit belongs in the cupboard. 

GROSS: Oh, no. That's out of the question. 

EMILIA: Then tell me what, in your opinion, am I to bury you in? Be so kind and tell me, what I am meant to bury you in? 

GROSS: You can't possibly think that you're going to bury me in my school graduation suit, which the moths have been living on for years and years. 

EMILIA: You can't possibly think that I'm going to have a new one made for you. Made to measure, so you'll feel comfortable, is that it? 

GROSS: To measure? I don't say that… 

EMILIA: Look here… 

GROSS: I'm looking. 

EMILIA: Look here, dear! 

EMILIA: Look, dear. Have you any idea how much trouble one ordinary funeral involves? You just can't imagine. To say nothing of the funeral of a retired governor of a bank! There simply won't be time for anything that's not absolutely essential, such as getting a new suit for the deceased. 

GROSS: But why a new suit? Who said anything about a new suit? I've got a whole pile of decent black suits which haven't yet had time to live to such a venerable age. 

EMILIA: Surely you don't want to be buried in an undignified manner in a suit which has not yet had time to live, or at least wait, until it's a venerable age? I shall bury you in that commemorative and truly historical garment, reminiscent of your eternal youth and lasting education. 

GROSS: Out of the question. 

EMILIA: You're mistaken, dear. I shall bury you in that school graduation suit. That will be right and proper - and economical. No one understands questions of economy better than you do. 

GROSS: It's not possible to save on everything and under every circumstance. There are times in life when magnanimity is called for, when economic interests do not have priority. 

EMILIA: If I hadn't known you so well for so many years, I'd probably believe you. But I know those are only empty words. 

GROSS: That's not fair. That really hurts. 

EMILIA: Can you explain to me why we have looked after your ceremonial school graduation suit all these years? Why you have denied yourself all kinds of pleasures all your life, just so as to keep your slim figure? 

GROSS: But that's completely different. Those are things that matter to a person, they're to do with your aim in life. 

EMILIA: You're right. My aim just now is to make you understand the value of this school graduation suit of yours. My conscience won't allow me to throw it away, just because I happen to have taken a momentary dislike to it. I have spent my whole life in the company of your suit. While you were away, it was everything to me.. It took your place. It stood in for you. 

GROSS: And that's why you're going to bury me in it? Wouldn't the right thing be to keep it to remind you of me? 

EMILIA: You haven't understood anything. You took turns in my private life. You and your school graduation suit. When one day you depart for ever, both of you will depart. In my eyes and in my heart you are joined by a bond that you can't begin to grasp. While you spent your time in bank offices, I lived my life with your suit. 

GROSS: So that's why you're going to bury me in it. How strange fate is. And you'll put grandfather's glass eye in my pocket, to make my departure truly complete. So I'll disappear without trace, you could say. So nothing will be left to remind you of me. As if I had never been. But why not get rid of this suit here and now. I'm retired - there's no need for us to take turns any more. 

EMILIA: Because I shall bury you in it. 

GROSS: When will you bury me in it? Now? As you please! I'm dying at your command (Lies on the carpet.) 

EMILIA: There's no need to hurry. There's a time and a place for everything. Nature will take care of that. 

GROSS: What do I care about your Nature?! I don't meddle with it, so be so kind and don't meddle with my school graduation suit. I'm going to throw it away now, without batting an eyelid. Do you hear that? And then one day in the future - in the very distant future - you will bury me in one of my decent black suits. Is that clear?! 

EMILIA: Yes. It's clear. Quite clear. I shall bury you in whatever I consider suitable. 

GROSS: At last you're talking sense. 

EMILIA: And it's your school graduation suit that I consider suitable. 

GROSS: You really are marvellous! 

EMILIA: You've no idea how your affectionate words warm my heart. 

GROSS: I'm glad you are beginning to be sensible about the misunderstanding you caused. 

EMILIA: That's marvellous! The misunderstanding I caused? 

GROSS: Of course. What's so surprising about that? 

EMILIA: I can't believe my own ears. You couldn't possibly say that - ever. You just couldn't say such words. I mean, the idea wouldn't even occur to you. 

GROSS: You're right. Until now I could never have said anything like that, or even secretly thought it, because it's a fact that until this moment you have never caused a misunderstanding. Never mind, it's never too late to start. 

EMILIA: That's the kind of objective view you should take of your school graduation suit. 

GROSS: Don't worry your head about my view. It would be more to the point to have your eyes tested, if you can't see this old suit has long been no use for anything, to say nothing of an occasion such as a funeral and my funeral in retirement in particular. 

EMILIA: At your funeral what will be important is not so much that you were retired as what you were before your retirement. 

GROSS: You needn't try so hard. I understand you very well. I know what you want to hint at, or rather, say. Yes, I'm no longer what I've been up to now. Either in society or in the family. And if you want me to spell it out: either in the bank or in the bedroom. But that still doesn't mean you have to punish me by disgracing me entirely - shamelessly getting your revenge at my very funeral. In public, in the eyes of my friends and colleagues. 

EMILIA: Strange, how suspicious you suddenly are. You never used to be like that. You were overflowing with confidence and now you don't trust me. You assume I have dishonest intentions. You give your friends and colleagues as an excuse, while they'll probably never even live to see your funeral. Just think of them, with all their complaints and ailments. 

GROSS: Strange, you were always overflowing with joie de vivre and now you talk of nothing but death. 

EMILIA: I'm not talking about death. I'm talking about life, which will go on even after the death of your friends and colleagues. 

GROSS: I'm sorry, but I don't intend to argue with you, and certainly not about such obvious things. It's the principle that matters to me. That suit will go in the dustbin. It won't hurt anyone. Believe me. No one will mourn. Not even you. I'll take care of that. After all, from today I shan't be going anywhere. I am retired, which is the same thing as resting, and I shall spend my retirement living with you in harmony. You must admit that suit no longer has a place in our household. I'm here - in person. It doesn't need to take anyone's place. To stand in for anyone. 

EMILIA: We two have lived completely different lives. Even so, I would still claim that we've never stopped, and we never will stop, loving each other. 

GROSS: I can't contradict you there. I should be contradicting myself. 

EMILIA: I'm extremely glad you have at last, though in a roundabout fashion, reached a decision to hang your suit up in the cupboard. 

GROSS: Forgive me, but my reputation as a man who under all circumstances put forward the right opinion and had it accepted, does not allow me to agree with you in this case. That suit belongs in the dustbin and nowhere else. 

EMILIA: That's impossible. 

GROSS: It's unavoidable. Because it's impossible to do up the trousers of this suit, since the moths have destroyed them - just at that delicate point. 

EMILIA: That's no obstacle. So far as I know, the deceased's hands are held clasped in the coffin, so whether your trousers will or will not be buttoned up is neither here nor there. 

(The wall clock strikes three quarters of the hour.) 

GROSS: That's a fact. Actually, you're right there. 

EMILIA: I admire you. 

GROSS: And I adore you. 

EMILIA: Give me a hug. 

GROSS: I think that would be the right thing to do - hug before we part. 

EMILIA: What? 

GROSS: You heard right. 

EMILIA: How can you know what I heard? 

GROSS: If you heard what I said, then it isn't that hard for me to discover what you heard. 

EMILIA: I heard - hug before we part. 

GROSS: You see, you heard right. 

EMILIA: You really said that? 

GROSS: Things being as serious as they are, we can't go on like this. 

EMILIA: But a moment ago you said I was right. 

GROSS: That's just it. This is the end. I'm leaving. This time once and for all. 

EMILIA: Just like that? All of a sudden? Without your breakfast? 

GROSS: Calm down, don't make a scene. 

EMILIA: That sounds better. I'll get your breakfast. 

GROSS: No, I'll get yours and gladly and for the last time. 

EMILIA: That's out of the question. I don't want breakfast for the last time. 

GROSS: You're not afraid I'll poison you, are you? 

EMILIA: You've already poisoned my life with boredom. 

GROSS: What do you mean? 

EMILIA: Do as you like. I'll be back with your breakfast in a moment. 

GROSS: Be careful - with that breakfast. That's my job. In the meantime, you do what you like here. 

EMILIA: You've never made breakfast in your life. You've never even been in the kitchen all your life. You won't even find your way there! 

GROSS: Maybe it will take me a while, but you can put up with that, if you have put up with me for so many years. 

EMILIA: I've put up without you for so many years, but I probably won't be able to put up with you for a minute. 

GROSS: That's why I'm leaving for the kitchen - to make your breakfast. 

EMILIA: What's up with you? I've never seen you like that. 

GROSS: I shall put a nice, final end to your boring life. At last you will experience something you never ever dreamed of. 

EMILIA: You know I didn't mean it like that. Our life together was always ideal. 

GROSS: I'm glad to hear that. 

EMILIA: Good. And now just hang your school graduation suit back in the cupboard. 

GROSS: What did you say? 

EMILIA: Nothing, just put your suit back in the cupboard and, if you want to, get my breakfast. 

GROSS: Breakfast for you is a wasted investment. I'll do it here and now. I'll get it over with at once. (Strangling her.) 

EMILIA: (Screaming.) Help! 

GROSS: I'll help you! (Continues to strangle her.) 

EMILIA: (Stops screaming and slowly drops to the floor.) 

(Birdsong and the ticking of the clock.) 

GROSS: You see, Emilia, and it was such a happy marriage. Was it worth dying - for a school graduation suit? Now I don't really have to throw it away. Now you won't bury me in it anyway. Because it won't be you who buries me. 

EMILIA: (Jumping to her feet and hitting him on the head with his own bust.) Yes I will! (Looking alternately at the bust and at her husband.) That's obvious suicide. (She lifts the suit up from the floor and shows it to Gross, stretched out there.) You see - now it will come in handy, and you would have thrown it away, just like that, for nothing. (Turns to go into the kitchen.) At last I can get the breakfast undisturbed. (Ridiculing.) Will you have some, darling? 

GROSS: (Slowly rising like a ghost.) Yes, dear. (Grasps the suit in her hands.) 

BOTH: (They pull on it until they tear it in half - each falls in the opposite direction, holding on to their part of the suit - they remain lying motionless on the carpet and after a while seem to be talking to the ceiling.) 

GROSS: I'm glad we have at last decided that we have together managed this seemingly insoluble problem. Now no one doubts what must be done with the remains of my school graduation suit. 

EMILIA: Yes, intelligent people always find a way out. Just this once you can make the breakfast while I sew up your school graduation suit. 

BOTH: (Suddenly they get up on all fours like wild beasts, poised tensely, waiting their opportunity.) 

(Birdsong and the ticking of the clock, the clock on the wall strikes the hour, closing music.) 

THE END 

7

