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Beneath Rome, Naples, Alexandria, Sicily and North Africa there are thousands of kilometers of subterranean catacombs. Some people think that somewhere in the labyrinths there are people still alive, mutated descendants from the era of the Roman Empire.

The Underground Man (UM)

Victor
Philip
Cleopatra

Sonya



Act One


Night. Darkness. Suddenly the silence is disrupted by a loud noise from below the floor: someone is breaking through the cement with a pneumatic drill. The sound of a woman whispering in the dark.

Sonya

Victor? Victor?

Victor 

(sleepily) What???

Sonya

Victor, what’s that noise! Wake up!



She switches on the bedside lamp. Victor and Sonya are in 


bed.

Victor

What is it?

Sonya

What’s that noise.

Sonya

I don’t know… Something in the cellar.

Victor

What cellar? We haven’t got a cellar?



The noise is getting louder and more annoying.

Sonya

Can you hear it?

Victor

Yes, I can.

Sonya

What are we going to do?

Victor

There’s nothing we can do. They’ll go on for a while and then they’ll stop… There, it’s stopped.

Sonya

You’re right, it has.

Victor
Go back to sleep now. We’ll go down and find out what it was in the morning. Good night.

Sonya

Good night.


At that moment the noise starts again. This time even louder. It gets unbearably loud. The wooden floor begins to rise and with a crash of splintering wood, a gaping hole appears in the middle. The top half a man appears through the hole. He’s got a miner’s helmet on his head and he’s holding a pneumatic drill. Sonya shrieks and curls up in the corner wrapped in a sheet.



They look on in stunned silence.

UM 

(seriously) Victor Vladovski, is that you?

Victor 

(stunned) YYes…, that’s me.

UM

Sign here. (hands him a book of receipts and a pen)

Victor

What’s this receipt for?

UM

For the money… (takes out a pile of notes and throws them down onto the table) One million. Count it if you want to.

Victor

Who are you?

UM

Didn’t you get the letter?

Victor 

No. I didn’t.

UM

What a nuisance!!! You should have got a letter. 



He begins to explain in some annoyance, enunciating clearly 

to make himself understood.

UM

Look now! We are from the underground. You understand?

Victor

No?

UM

We are from the Roman Empire. Have you heard of the Roman Empire?

Victor

Yes.

UM 
(encouraged) Good. So, during the Roman Empire, our forebears were the first Christians. But they were cruelly persecuted by the Romans and they hid in the catacombs beneath the earth.

Victor

Yes.

UM

That’s where we come from. We got used to living beneath the earth, and that’s where we stayed. We created a powerful civilisation down there. We’ve got modern technology, over-production and money… Lots of money!

Victor

What?

UM

And so we set up a special charity foundation to help all you people here… You see?

Victor

I see.

UM

I work for this charity. We dig tunnels and hand out money. Our aim is to give money to everyone. You might have noticed that so far we’ve only managed to give money to some people, other people still haven’t got any.

Victor

I had noticed.

UM

That’s our fault.

Victor  

I see. So that’s the reason.
UM

But we will, we’ll give money to everyone. It’s your turn now. All you have to do is to sign here to get your million.

Victor

That much?

UM

I’ll give you less if you want. Only as much as you want. Just write down how much you want and sign here. But could you hurry up please!

Victor

Can I get you a drink?

UM

No, thanks. I don’t drink when I’m at work.

Victor

Just a snifter... (pours a drink) To raise the spirits...

UM

That’s enough. (comes out of the tunnel) Cheers!

Victor

Cheers! (offers his hand) Victor.

UM

Thanks. Hanibal. Hanibal. Tiberius Claudius. (drinks wearily) So much work to do, Victor! So much! I’ve got to get back to the bank to get more money and dig two more tunnels before sunrise. I’ve got to give money to everyone – no two ways about it. You can’t live without money...

Victor

Yeah, tell me about it!! I’m an unemployed vocal pedagogue.

UM

You mean a singing teacher?

Victor

That’s right. I give private lessons sometimes but that’s about all...

UM

You mean you sing for free?

Victor

You haven’t heard my singing. I start crying when I reach the high notes... Hanibal, didn’t you say that you’ve been down there since the Roman Empire?

UM
And what do you eat?

Victor
Mainly dog food. That’s why my singing is more like howling. Is it true that you’ve been down there since the Roman Empire?

UM

Aha, you’ve heard of Nero?

Victor

Yeah.

UM

He was a nasty piece of work! Threw us to the lions alive... That’s when we went underground.

Victor

How many are there of you? Down there?

UM

There’s lots of us. But we’ve grown in number over the centuries. If you’ve read history, every time there’s been some progressive wave of historical development which has been persecuted...

Victor

And what now...

UM

We know everything... And when the persecution starts, they join us underground. That’s where they come. From the Inquisition, the Jewish pogroms, Communism, Democracy... Have you heard of the Parisian labyrinths?

Victor

Yes, I have...

UM

We dug them. A lot of people fled from Hitler then... Writers, philosophers, physicists... And what about Stalin? We had to dig a tunnel to Siberia – 40 million members of the intelligentsia. They reckon they were “lost without trace”. We’ve got such a level of culture and civilisation down there, there’s never been anything like it above earth.

Victor

Down there?

UM

Yes, we’ve got towns down there. If you could only see them you’d be amazed.

Victor

Would you like some more?

UM

Oh, no! You’ll be getting me drunk. We only drink the most expensive drinks down there...

Victor

Some people drink them up here as well. I suppose the ones you’ve given you know what...

UM

We’ve given money to quite a lot of people so far. I suppose about 2-3%.

Victor

You can tell. There’s people with money and we thought they’d got the money by... you know what I mean?

UM

No, no, we’re the reason.

Victor

Does that mean everyone’s going to get some...

UM

Yes, everyone. You just have to be patient.

Victor

Whoever can stand the wait, I suppose...

UM

You’ll make it, most people do. Of course, there is a certain percentage of risk. But that’s life. Cheers!

Victor

Cheers! Do you print the money yourselves?

UM

No, we don’t print it. The money’s got to have a value in the overground banks.

Victor

So where does it come from?

UM

We got secret projects we’re working on. With the Chinese for example – we’ve got contracts for underground research. You’ve heard about Arab petrol...?

Victor

What?

UM

We discovered it. Uranium deposits in South Africa, cobalt, platinum, gold – all our work, and we get paid for it. We’re digging an underground shipping canal for the Japanese to Asia. We’re digging an underground railway for the Chinese under the Pacific. For the Australians we’re mining plasma from the earth’s core... You don’t know anything... Just sign here and take the money...

Victor

All right. Just show me where. (signs and takes the money)
UM

(Raises his hand in a Roman farewell salute) Salve! Spend it well and we’ll give you more.

Victor

Can I ask you something? Can I?

UM

What?

Victor

You said you’ve got two more tunnels to dig by the morning?

UM

Yes, why?

Victor

I could save you some trouble. Like instead of digging two more tunnels, couldn’t I get a friend to come over here and get his money from my tunnel?

UM

Of course.

Victor

That’ll make life easier for you: one tunnel less to dig.

UM

No, I’ll still have to dig my quota. Do you know how many people can’t make ends meet?

Victor

I know, I know. So can I get my friend over tomorrow night?

UM

Who is he?

Victor

He’s a good person. He’s helped me out a lot.

UM

He isn’t from the government is he?

Victor

No, why?

UM

Because we’ve given them plenty already.

Victor

No. He’s not from the government. He’s a friend of mine.

UM

Tell him to be here at 11 o’clock. And to decide how much he wants.

Sonya

What about me?

UM

Wait a moment? Aren’t you married?

Sonya

No. We’re not.

UM

Ttttt! Oh, dear! I seem to have made a mistake. (unfolds the map) According to the map, there should be a family with a child living here... I’ve made a mistake.

Sonya

No, you haven’t.

Victor

Sonya, don’t make things more complicated. I’ll give you half of mine.

UM

Why yours? She’ll get hers eventually, when we get down to her in the list. Tell her to wait here for me tomorrow. How much do you want?

Sonya

100 000? Is that all right?

UM

That’s fine. So. I’ll see you tomorrow at 11. Salve.

Victor

OK! Good luck with the digging and I hope the ground’s soft for you.

UM

Thanks. So, I’ll see you at 11.

Victor

Yes. Tomorrow at 11. We’ll be waiting for you.



The underground man goes back into the tunnel.



Act Two



The next morning. Victor and Philip – his brother in law.

Victor

Believe me, he’s going to come out of that hole... don’t you believe?

Philip 

(looking at the hole) Why shouldn’t I believe? Things happen 
like that. So he’s going to come out of that hole.

Victor

Yes. He came out of this hole and left the same way.

Philip

And he’s from the Roman Empire?

Victor

Yes... You don’t believe me?

Philip

I believe you, why shouldn’t I? (looks at the bottle on the floor) Been drinking a lot, haven’t you, Victor?

Victor

I offered him a drink...

Philip

I suppose so... it’s not a good thing to drink on your own... What was his name?

Victor

Hannibal Tiberius Claudius.

Philip

So there were three of them, were there? Did they come on horseback or on foot?

Victor

Philip! He gave me a million!

Philip

All right, all right. I heard you.

Victor

A million.

Philip

So where is it?

Victor

Here it is (takes the money out of the wardrobe and pours it onto the floor. Philip looks on in shock)

Philip

Victor, where did you get all that money from?

Victor

That’s what I’ve been telling you? This man came out of the tunnel from down there. They’ve been living there since Roman times... I’ve told you everything and you still don’t understand...

Philip

I understand. I understand everything. I just don’t understand where the money came from. There’s something not quite right about this, Victor?

Victor

You’ll believe me. I’ve got a witness. (He shouts into the kitchen) Sonya? Sonya?


Sonya Enters.

Victor

I’d like you to meet Sonya.

Philip

And is she from down there...?

Victor

No. She’s a student. She’s studying law.

Philip

Roman law, I suppose.

Victor

No, she’s at the university.

Philip

Are they giving Roman courtesans away as well now, down there?

Victor

Philip! Don’t make me angry. Sonya, will you tell him, because he thinks I’m mad.

Sonya

How can I tell him? It’s not something you can just believe. You shouldn’t have told anyone.

Victor

I thought he was a friend... (to Philip). All right, it’s up to you if you want to believe me or not. You just have to say how much you want. A million, that enough for you?

Philip 

(falling into the armchair) 

This is crazy! Who gives money like that away? I’ll believe it more if they wanted to take it from you, not give it to you.

Victor

How could they take a million away from you, Philip? You’ve never had any.

Philip

This friend of yours, is he a bank robber?

Victor

No, it would have been in the news.

Philip

I suppose so... He could be a member of the underground Mafia.

Victor

There isn’t an underground Mafia. The Mafia’s above ground.

Philip

What do I have to do now?

Victor

You just have to say how much money you want.

Philip

Jesus! I must be dreaming...

Victor

That’s what I thought to begin with, but when I got my hands on the money – I woke up with a bang. It doesn’t matter where it comes from, under the ground or out of the sky, it’s money, Philip, grab it and don’t ask. I should have asked for more.

Philip

You got a million, didn’t you?

Victor

Yes, but there’s so many things I have to do. What’s a million worth after all, if you think about it. (looks at his watch and jumps up) Quarter to eleven. Hannibal will be here any moment. Sonya, go and make some coffee for when Hannibal gets here. The money’s coming!



Sonya exits. Victor starts singing a song from a popular 


operetta. He begins slowly and gets quicker and quicker, 


clapping his hands in time and dancing.

I want to live my life

To travel and have fun

Before my life is done

Before my life is done

Before my life is done.



Then both of them sing the same refrain dancing and 


clapping.

Victor

I’m thinking of buying a flat. I’ll buy a Mercedes as well. And then I’ll buy a country house with a 15x30 metre swimming pool. Then I’ll go on a trip to Egypt, Cyprus, Malta, Jerusalem, Hawai, Easter Island, Monaco, Luxemburg, Osaka, Pekin, Taipe, New York, Rio, Los Angeles, Australia, Indonesia, Honolulu, Machu Pichu, Mont Blanc, Everest, North Pole, South Pole, the Equator...

Philip

That’s a lot of money...

Victor

Not so much, Philip. Not at all. I’ve never been abroad. Ever since I was a little boy I’ve dreamt of seeing Australia. Philip, I just want to see it! I just want to see Easter Island... Why did they teach us that stuff at school, if they knew we would never get to see those places. Never!!! It would have been better if they’d taught us in our geography lessons that we were alone in the world. That way we could have died happy. Why did they have to tell us about the Amazon, the Missisipi, dogs called Dingo, Egyptian pyramids, Chinese walls, lagoons, reefs... I want to see them! We’re only here once, and at least I want to see them. (his monologue ends in tears)

Philip

Use that money to get into parliament. Then you’ll see the world and you’ll have as much money as you need. When you’re the head of the parliamentary committee on singing, your entire mandate will be like a song. Use your money to organise an
election campaign and you’re in. People don’t know who to vote for anyway. Who knows, you might be just the one to save the country.

Victor

Save the country? Don’t talk to me about that! I told you I’ve already spent enough time in our beloved country.



The doorbell rings. Philip looks through the spy hole.

Victor

Who could it be at this time of night? The Police?

Philip

No. It’s not the police.

Victor

Blackmailers? How could they have found out?

Philip

No, it’s not blackmailers.

Victor

Who is it then?

Philip

Cleopatra.

Victor

Cleopatra who?

Philip

Your wife.

Victor

Oh, my God! I didn’t invite her.

Philip

I did.

Victor

Philip, that’s the last thing I expected from you. She left me, didn’t she? I’ve got a court summons for Wednesday.

Philip

I know. That’s why I invited her. When you told me that you’d come into money. I thought that you’d won the lottery. That’s why I invited her. I just thought that she might change her mind, because of the child.

Victor

Why on earth did you think that... What am I going to do now?

Philip

Don’t open the door then.



The door bell rings again.
Victor

She’ll break the door down if she knows I’ve got money.

Philip

She doesn’t know about the money. I told her that we’d got something important to talk about.

Victor

Whatever. There’ll still be an argument. Why did you invite her?

Philip

Let her in for a bit. We’ll hide the money. (Stuffs the money into the cupboard.)



The door bell rings again.

Victor

What about the hole?

Philip

We’ll pull the carpet over it. Just like that. (pulls the carpet over the hole) There you are! You wouldn’t know it was there. Now put the armchair over there, so she can’t come this way. That’s right.



The door bell rings.

Victor

Shall I let her in?

Philip

Let her in! I’ll tell her I made a mistake. That the meeting should have been for tomorrow. What time is it now?

Victor

Ten to eleven. We haven’t got any time! How could you done something so stupid! (The door bell rings continuously. Victor crosses himself and exits)



Act Three



Cleopatra enters headlong.

Cleopatra

Five minutes! I’ll give you five minutes. Then I’m leaving. Say what you’ve got to say, then I’m going. I’m not going to say anything. And I’m not going to make any concessions. What do you mean by calling me out at 11.00... What on earth are these midnight meetings? Just because I’m divorced you think that...

Victor

You’re not divorced you.

Cleopatra

Just don’t get your hopes up. You’ve burnt your bridges. And don’t make me shout. I’m trying to save my voice. I’ve got an audition tomorrow.

Victor

Best of luck.

Cleopatra

So don’t waste your time. You’ve got five minutes. This place is an absolute tip. Why have you moved that chair? This house belongs to both of us and it’s going to be mine. Remember that. And it will remain mine.

Victor

All right, all right...

Cleopatra

What’s all right about it? Why’s the carpet all wrinkled up like that? I bought that carpet with my royalties from the “Merry Widow”... Put that carpet back where it should be right now! Do you hear!

Victor

All right. All right... I’ll move it.

Cleopatra

Why are you making me shout like that?

Victor

All right. All right. Just you save your voice.



She begins to pull the carpet, but Victor and Philip grab the 

other end.

Victor

Cleopatra!

Cleopatra

Let go of the carpet!!

Victor

No. I won’t.

Cleopatra

Let it go. I paid for it.

Victor

I’ll pay you for it. Just let go.

Cleopatra

I don’t want your money. Just let go of the carpet.

Victor

I’ll pay you double.

Philip

Pay her triple.

Victor

I’ll give you a hundred thousand.

Cleopatra

If you had a hundred thousand I wouldn’t have left you. (regains her self-control) Oh, my God! What am I doing here at this time of night? I’ve got an audition tomorrow...

Philip

OK, let’s go. I’ll take you home. (leads her to the door)

Cleopatra 
(in another outburst of anger) Why did you ask me to come here? Tell me now. I’ll give you five minutes.

Victor

Five minutes ran out ages ago.

Cleopatra

I’ll give you another five.

Victor

I don’t want another five.

Cleopatra

Why did you ask me to come here?

Philip

We’ll tell you tomorrow. You’ve got to save your voice for tomorrow.

Cleopatra

Tomorrow? Is this a trick? I know all your tricks. I learnt everything in five years with you. You drove me crazy! Crazy! This trick is going to cost you dearly, I tell you. You’re going to have to explain yourself in court. You ruined my life. Five years with you and what’s to show for it – a studio aparment and that’s still not paid for. I had enough of rehearsing in the bathroom!



Sonya enters with coffee.

Cleopatra 

(in shock) And who’s she? I asked you who she is.

Victor

That’s Sonya...

Cleopatra

What’s she doing in my home? I’m asking you? Am I dreaming? (She flops down into the armchair, but then jumps up again). My clothes! Where’s my fur coat?

Victor

It’s in the wardrobe along with everything else.

Cleopatra

My coat! (Approaches the wardrobe.)

Philip 

(rushes towards her) Cleopatra!

Cleopatra 
(shouting) My coat! (Opens the wardrobe and the money falls out onto the floor. Cleopatra faints.)
Sonya

I’m sorry. I’d better leave.

Cleopatra 
 (from the floor) Don’t move! You’re staying here! (Gets up.) I’m going to phone the police. Where did you get this money from? What sort of people have you got mixed up with, Victormir? Is she in the Mafia?

Victor

No, she’s a student.

Cleopatra

Student? Where’s the money come from then? You’re going to tell me she’s been saving out of her student grant? Honest people don’t have that sort of money.

Victor

The money’s mine.

Cleopatra

Yours? Your money! I’m going to faint... (shouting) Call me an ambulance!!! Get the telephone! Telephone...


Cleopatra grabs the telephone. Philip and Victor grab it off her.

Cleopatra

Let go of me! Let go of me!



A struggle begins. Cleopatra falls through the carpet into the 

tunnel.

Cleopatra

Help! Help!


Philip and Victor pull her out and sit her down. At the same moment the Underground Man appears out of the tunnel under the carpet. The carpet rises. Cleopatra begins to scream in fright. Philip stuffs her mouth and they roll her up in the carpet.



Act Four


The Underground Man enters and Philip goes weak at the knees.

UM

I’ve brought the money. Hundred thousand for the girl. (takes out the money, Philip presses himself against the wall)

UM

Is this your friend?

Victor

Yes. It is. Philip, Hannibal. Hannibal, Philip.

The Underground Man pats Philip amicably on the back and Philip collapses onto the floor.

Victor

Philip, Philip? Sonya, get some water! (Sonya runs to the kitchen to get some water and splashes him)

Sonya

Philip!

Victor 

(shaking him) Philip?

UM

There’s no point.

Victor

Why?

UM

There’s no point. He’s had a heart attack.

Victor

You must be joking?

UM

No. It’s all the excitement and...

Victor

Jesus...! His turn was about to come and he had to go and die...

UM

It’s not uncommon in our job. We used to take a paramedic with us. But there was nothing much they could do. Once they’re gone, they’re gone.

The Underground Man falls onto his knees. He clasps his hands in prayer and begins to recite the Latin prayer, “Ave Maria”. Victor looks on in amazament.

Victor

Oh, My God! Philip! Philip!

UM

It’s a pity about the money, though. I’ll have to take it back now...

Philip

No!

Victor 

He’s alive! He’s alive!

UM

Hurray! Now I can write his name down on the list. (to Philip) Full name please?

Philip 

(speechless) Aaaaa...

Victor

Philip.
UM

Philip . Profession?

Philip

Aaaa...

Victor

Conductor.

UM 

(writing) Conductor. What sort of conductor?

Victor

Symphony orchestra.

UM

How much money do you want?

Philip

How much can you give me?

UM

How much do you need?

Philip

I don’t need the money for myself... well not much. I need the money for the orchestra... I have to pay their wages.

UM

Don’t you pay them?

Philip

Sometimes.

UM

Where do you perform?

Philip

Nowhere... We’re looking for work. Can we come and perform down there?

UM

I’m afraid you can’t. We’ve got thirty-seven civilian orchestras from the former Soviet Union and 132 military orchestras. They’re down as lost in Afghanistan. What sort of music do you perform?

Philip

Mainly at funerals... Funeral marches, Chopin.

UM

Where?

Philip

At cemeteries. It’s very sad and we get invited. All the relatives crying in grief, the orchestra sobbing from hunger... We’re on the edge of starvation. When we go to the graveside, we sometimes don’t want to come back.

UM

That’s all right, we’ve got a fund to cover that. I’ll get you some money out of the “funeral rites” fund. How much do you need?

Philip

Let’s see. There’s thirty-two of us... three have died... that’s thirty five... and if any one else dies soon... that’ll be about forty... 50 thousand each... that makes two million and a million for me. Is that all right?

UM

That’s fine.

Philip

Three million pounds.

UM

Sorry?

Philip

If that’s all right... We need new instruments, tail coats, sheet music. Music’s very expensive. Two dollars a sheet. That’s not even enought for Beethoven’s ninth, and then there’s another eight...

UM

All right. I’ll just have to let the bank know. (takes out a mobile telephone) Is that the bank? Hello? Can you put me through to the “Memento Mori” section, please?


Just at this moment, Cleopatra shouts out from inside the carpet.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………

To get entire text contact please at thecolonelbird@yahoo.com


