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District Hospital

(The Colonel’s Wife)
by
Hristo Boichev

An unidentified patient who has lost his memory after concussion finds himself in
a small provincial hospital. He was found close to a crashed place. His name is
unknown and the doctors have registered his name as “Contusio Cerebris” — his
diagnosis. This strange name leads his fellow patients to suspect that he is a
NATO pilot. Day after day they invent his biography as an important and rich
officer. He doesn’t believe it to begin with, but then he begins to like it...
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Prologue
Cinderella enters dressed like a fairy-tale princess in a ball gown and golden slippers.

She looks in the mirror and sees how beautiful she is! Then she begins to
transform herself: she covers her face with a surgical lint mask, then puts a
green surgical gown over her silk dress, puts a cotton cap over her golden hair
and then finally puts on rubber boots. She is now a real assistant nurse. A red
light begins to flash at the back of the stage, “Operation in progress”,
accompanied by an alarm signal. Cinderella picks up a bucket and brush and

exits.

Scene One
Operating theatre
Doctor (nervously) s he breathing?

Sister He’s breathing... he’ll be all right...

Doctor Sister, I said sutures!

Sister I gave you them!

Doctor Well then... give me another one and I’ve almost finished.
A loud clap of thunder is heard.

Doctor What was that?

Sister Nothing. That’s just the Allied bombers passing overhead.
The lights flash and go off.

Doctor (velling) Has there been a power cut?

Sister Just in case they don’t get the wrong country.

Doctor Jesus Christ!.... Get me a flashlight!

The flickering light of a flashlight illuminates the stage.

Doctor I’m just finishing off now...

Sister Shall I wake him?

Doctor Yes.

Sister (beginning quietly, but her voice becomes gradually stronger and more
powerful) Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! (sound of slapping)
Breathe! Breathe! Hey! What’s up with him? (now very loud and powerful)
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Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! Come on! Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! Come on!
(slapping continues)

Hit him harder! That’s right! (Stronger slapping.) Breathe! Breathe! Breathe!
Breathe!

He’s breathing.

Of course he’s going to breathe... what else could he do?! What about his
pulse?
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All right. Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! Breathe! Breathe!
Breathe...

The voice and the sound of breathing fade. The light fades.

Scene two

Hospital ward. Bratoi is groaning while Cinderella puts him to bed. She begins to
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mop the floor and the patients lift their legs out of the way. Kotuzov goes up
to the recently operated patient.

Was it a hernia?

Appendicitis. Acute with peritonitis. Ohhh!

What’s your name?

Bratoi

You’re lucky!

Why?

Because you know your name. The name’s the most important thing.
Everything else can be fixed, but if you don’t know your name — that’s bad!
Who doesn’t know their own name?

I don’t... I’ve had concussion. I can’t remember my name, I can’t remember
anything.

Well ask them.

Who? I’m unidentified. I can’t remember anyone and no one knows me.
Absolute tragedy!

Kotuzov?
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Yes?

Just leave him be to get over the anaesthetic.

All right then. I just wanted to tell him that I can’t remember anything.

And you think I can? I can’t remember anything, I can just hear the bell!
(suspiciously)What bell?

I don’t know. It’s just always ringing in my ears. Ding, ding, ding...

What’d they put you in this ward for?

(frightened)Why?

They don’t put you in here for appendicitis.

They said there weren’t any beds in the surgical ward.

That’s what they say, but...

What’s special about this ward?

It’s not the ward’s fault. You should have gone to the New Town hospital.

They told me there was only one doctor there...

Yes, but he discharges everyone. Here they don’t. My brother in law got

discharged on the third day after the operation.

But they brought him in again on the fourth, didn’t they?

If you can’t remember, what are you arguing for? They brought him back

again because they’d forgotten some scissors in his stomach. But he was

discharged before that.

(frightened. How did they forget the scissors?

It’s no problem with scissors. They show up on the x-ray. It’s worse with
lint... if they forget lint in your stomach — you die without any reason.

Jesus Christ! I hope everything’s all right with me...

They told me that if I remembered my name they’d let me go.

They’ll let you go when they let me go...

They’re letting me go next week...

You’d better knock on wood.

I will.

He sits up in bed to find something wooden.

Bratoi

Give me something wooden.
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What about your head? Same thing.

I think you’re right. (Tapping his head.)

Fero enters. He is wearing glasses as thick as milk bottle bottoms.

They’re sending me home.

Is that right?

Yes. They told me I can remember everything and they’re letting me go.

Is that a fact?

Really. They asked me what the capital of Switzerland was and I told them.
Well done!

They’re letting someone go, is that right?

No, they’re not. You just lie there. That’s just talk.

(upset). Why shouldn’t they let me go? Why not? Tell them Kotuzov, tell
them how long I’ve been in here.

Why ask me? You know I can’t remember anything — I’ve got concussion.

I remember everything. The capital of Switzerland is Berne —41.3 thousand
square kilometers, population 6.4 million. Official languages — Italian, French
and German. I even remember that the German for diarrhea is diario. So even
I was discharged to Switzerland I’d still be all right if I had diarrhea — but
they keep me here...

I’m only here for a while... they’ll be letting me out soon. (Tapping his
head.)

(to Fero.) Is the shop open yet? (Takes out a basket with a rope tied to it.)
(looking through the window). Yes, it’s open.

It’s Kotuzov’s turn today to do the shopping.

Is it my turn today?

I think it must be. It was me yesterday.

(taking out his money grudgingly). 1 don’t remember... I’ve got the strange
feeling that I’'m the only one who does any shopping in this room. (Puts the

money in the basket and lets it out of the window.)

So you told them everything about Switzerland?



Fero Everything: industry, agriculture, forestry, wild animals...national heroes,
William Tell. I told them everything and they asked me how I knew it all if [
hadn’t been there?

Grandpa And how did you know it all?

Fero I’ve got a Swiss girlfriend. She calls me everyday on the telephone.
Kontuzov, tell them she calls me every day.

Kontuzov Itold you I don’t remember.

Fero Grandfather, you tell them! She calls me doesn’t she?

Grandpa I’m sure she does, but I’'m a bit deaf. I can only hear the bell.

Kotuzov  Beer! (Pulls up the basket and hands the beer round.)

Grandpa Cheers! What about the new one? Hey, mate. Bratoi’s your name, isn’t it?

Bratoi (half asleep)Mmmm. ..

Kotuzov  He’s still out.

Fero (drinking beer). 1t’s winter at the moment in Switzerland, the Alps are
covered in snow...

Grandpa It’s winter here as well, isn’t it?

Fero You just leave our winter out of it! I’ve got such a beautiful girlfriend in
Switzerland, and they keep me here.
The sound of planes flying overhead.
Fero Allied planes!

Kotuzov and Fero run to the window and look up. The light flickers and goes ut.

Bratoi (mumbling). I’'m only here for a while... I’'m only here for a while...

Scene three
Morning. Fero enters
Fero They’re letting us go!
Grandpa What again?
Fero The inspector’s come — things are moving now...
Kotuzov ~ What inspector?
Fero I don’t know. He’s got a suit and tie on, and he’s writing everything down.
Kotuzov Is he asking people’s names?

Fero I don’t know but he’s writing something down.



Cinderella comes into the room in a hurry and starts polishing the floor. A loud
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voice can be heard from the corridor, “That’s right. [ want to write
everything down. District hospital number 24, word number 6...” A man in a
shabby suit, bowler hat and old cardboard briefcase comes in. He is holding
a note book in his hand. The patients sit up in bed hopefully.

Is this ward number 6?

Kotuzov suddenly gets out of bed and goes up to him. He stares at him in the face.
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Stop!

What?

(staring straight into his face) Look at me!

Why?

Just take a good look at me first! (shows his left and right profile)

Well what?

Don’t you recognize me from somewhere?

I’'m very sorry but...

Just think!

I can’t remember. Tell me where you know me from and I might remember!
I don’t know you at all. But I hoped that you might... I’'m unidentified and
don’t remember anything.

One moment... (Notes something down quickly.)

They told me that I was an agricultural pilot and my crop sprayer crashed into
a hill. The plane burnt up and they found me Two miles from it. There’s
nothing wrong with me, just [ can’t remember anything...

Wasn’t the plane registered somewhere?

I can’t remember anything. Not even my plane or my name...

What name did they register you under?

Kotuzov. He’s down as Kotuzov.

No, not Kotuzov, but Contusio. Contusio Cerebris. That’s what they wrote
down, but I don’t believe them. Cerebris isn’t a local name.

(taking notes). Diagnosis, Contusio Cerebris...

Don’t write that down, ‘cos it isn’t right. Cerebris is an German name.

It might have been an Allied plane? Why not?



Kotuzov  They said it was a crop sprayer.
Grandpa  All wrecked planes look alike. And they’re hardly likely to tell the truth on
account of security. I bet you really are Cerebris.
Kotuzov  If I am Cerebris, why can’t I speak German?
Grandpa It’s on account of the concussion. Don’t deny it it’ll only get worse.
William  (taking notes). It’ll only get worse. OK. I’ve got that down. Next.... You,
grandfather? How long have you been here?
Grandpa Idon’t know
William  Didn’t they tell you?
Grandpa  They might have done. When was it...
William  That’s what we’ll write down then (repeating and taking notes) “They might
have done”. Full stop.
William  (to Fero). What about you?
Grandpa He remembers a lot.
William  What can he remember?
Fero Everything. And I’ve got a girlfriend in Switzerland.
William  OK. (7o Bratoi.) Next?
Bratoi is snoring
Grandpa  He’s still under the effect of the anaesthetic.
Bratoi (sleepily) I’'m only here for a while.
William I see (Noting.) He’s only here for a while.
Cinderella has finished washing the floor and is sitting next to the door. Only her
eyes can be seen.
William  (to Cinderella)And you?
Fero She’s dumb. She’s the assistant nurse...
William  Aha... [ see. (Taking notes.) Mutos totalis.
Fero What does that mean?
William  Completely dumb.
He closes his note book and looks at them once again before making a decision. They
all look at him expectantly.

William  So, everything in good time. I’ve got my notes and I must get on now...



He puts his note book down carefully on the cupboard. Then he takes his jacket off

and puts its on the chair, then he takes off his shirt, trousers etc., and folds
them carefully. The patients looks at him in amazement. When he has nothing
on but his underwear, Cinderella gives him a set of hospital pajamas. He
puts them on calmly and gets into bed, tucking himself carefully in. He opens

his notebook once again.

William  (lying.) Now, let my just read what I have written. Ward no.6, bed no.1
Contusio Cerebris. Secret incident with an Allied plane. No deaths. The pilot
has amnesia after cerebral concussion. The incident requires further
investigation. Full stop”

Kotuzov  Idon’t believe it.

William  You don’t — but when you read it here — that’s just what it seems like. That’s
life — when you read about it there’s a meaning to it — but when you live it —
it’s pointless?!

Scene Four
The grandmother comes in to visit.

Grandma Iosif, are you alive?

Grandpa Why do you want to know?

Grandma The pension’s late again this month... I’ve brought you some yogurt.
(Rummages in her bag). Oh, I’ve gone and forgotten it? And I’ve forgotten
the beer...

Grandpa There’s no need. There’s plenty of beer here.

Grandma Then I’ll reckon I might have one... (Opens a bottle and takes a drink.)
How’s the sclerosis?

Grandpa  OK thanks.

Grandma You've started remembering things then?

Grandpa  What’s the point? I don’t intend to write my memoirs? There’s no point in
trying to remember things when I quite all right as [ am.

Grandma I’ve been digging the vines over. I don’t know whether you be around to eat
the grapes or not... I'm very sick, losif!

Grandpa How’s the dog?
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It’s all right. Getting on a bit, though.

Keep it warm. I’ll take him hunting in the spring.

Hunting? He can’t see!

He can see well enough... but don’t think I’'m going to buy him glasses.
I’'m very sick, losif. I don’t think I’'m going to make it though this winter.
Don’t worry, setters are very hardy dogs, they can stand the cold.

They say Stefan’s very sick.

Which Stefan? Brother in law?

That’s right. They took him to New Town hospital yesterday.

That bastard always lands on his feet.

Don’t talk like that! He’s on his last legs.

Serves him right! He wasn’t a good person. Sister in law — she was OK, but
not him!

Jesus Christ, I hope they kill you! You spent your whole life womanizing and
you got your just desserts now!

Stupid old woman! Whatever you do during your life... you always end up
here... I'm glad I did it while I could.

I hope they bury you alive! You can remember everything, you’re just lying to
the doctors.

Don’t shut like that, that one over there, he writes everything down.
(whispering).Y ou should be ashamed of yourself! You’ve got five
grandchildren...

(also whispering). Five? I thought we had four?

No, there’s five. Nadya had a little boy.

When?

The other day when...

What did they call him?

Ivo. They said they’d come and see us in the fall.

In the fall?

Yes.

The vines, we’ll have to dig over the vines.

I dug them over already — I almost forgot to tell you.

All right then, you’d better go now!
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Grandma

Grandpa

I’'m going. (Takes another bottle, but the grandfather takes it back.)
Don’t touch! That’s doctor’s prescription. Tell my sister in law not to worry

too much if my brother in law dies.

Grandma What do you mean, die?
Grandpa It’s easily done.
Grandma They said he was going to get better.
Grandpa  He’ll get better when I get better... off you go now!
Grandma All right then.
Scene Five

Morning. Grandfather wakes up with a scream.

Grandpa

I dreamt I saw my wife. She said the dog was very ill and was in New Town
hospital. I says, “who’d let a dog in the hospital?”” She says, “It’s who you
know...”. She said her sister wants glasses and said she’d take me out hunting
rabbits in the winter. So I says, “You can’t catch rabbits, you’re not a dog!”
And then I says, “You should be ashamed of yourself! You’ve got five dogs.
What do you mean five, I thought there were four of them? She says, “There’s

five of them and they’re digging the vines over and drinking beer .

The man writes the names of the patients on the files and files them in on the shelf.
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Ward number 6, bed number one — Contusio Cerebris.

I’m not Cerebris, I told you. That’s what they say. I'm unidentified.

That’s just what I call you for the records. For the records you’re Contusio
Cerebris.

No, I’'m not.

(nudging Kotuzov). Don’t deny it, I told you. You’ll only make things worse.
All right, then. I’'m Cerebris.

All right then. File number one — Cerebris. File number two —
Arteriosclerosis. File number three — Bratoi, Peritonitis. File number four —
Fero — Hypermnesia. File number five...

Can I ask you something?

Me?

Yes, you.
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