PRETTY DEAD 1is a dark comedy by the well-known German
playwright Fred Apke. Under its original title Das Huhn auf dem
Rucken, it has been successfully performed in Germany and
several other European countries.

Fred commissioned me to translate Das Huhn into English. Working
from a literal Google-translate version, I rendered it into
idiomatic English and Anglicised all names and place names, to
make it suitable for production on the British stage.
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PRETTY DEAD

Characters:
Madeleine Cable
Sebastian Bonner

Geoffrey Cable

ACT ONE

A winter’s evening in a conservatory attached to a house -
one door leads into the house, another into the garden.
Furnishings include a cupboard, a white sofa, a TV, plants,
an aquarium, and a chair and music stand set up for
practice.

A middle-aged man, Sebastian Bonner, plays the cello,
doggedly practising a phrase from a Bach suite. He stops
and starts, repeating the phrase over and over again.

Behind him in the dark garden, a figure appears. Bonner
senses its presence, looks round, sees nothing. He
continues playing.

Now he hears a footstep, and looks round to see a face at
the window. He starts, but recognizes the intruder as his
neighbour Mrs. Cable.

He goes to the door and opens it.

BONNER
(peering out)
Hello? Is that you Mrs. Cable?

A middle-aged woman approaches.

BONNER
Ah, there you are. Can I help you?

Mrs. Cable hesitates. Bonner looks around as if checking
for observers.

BONNER
It’s cold out there... why don’t
you come in?

Mrs. Cable enters the conservatory.



BONNER
(a little uneasy)
So, what’s going on?

MRS CABLE
It’s my cat. Cleopatra. She’s

disappeared.

BONNER
Oh yes, Cleopatra. I haven’t seen
her I'm afraid. But I’1ll keep an
eye open for her.

Silence.
BONNER
So, unless there’s something
else...
MRS CABLE

No. Not now.
Mrs. Cable heads back towards the door.

BONNER
(calls after her)
Good luck!

Mrs. Cable turns back, stares at Bonner.

BONNER
Don’t worry. I’'m sure she’ll be
back soon. She’s probably with
some tom cat, and they’re... um...
you know. ..

MRS CABLE
She’s not that sort of cat.

BONNER
(flustered)
Of course not, I didn’t mean...

MRS CABLE
I don’t think she’ll ever come
back. Cats are clever animals.
They’1ll always go where the grass
is greener.

BONNER
Yes, well, I'd better get on.
Early start tomorrow.
(pause)
(MORE)



BONNER (CONT’ D)
I'm driving to Sheffield, for my
sins. To play Schonberg. And
Strauss.

MRS CABLE
Oh, the Waltz King!

BONNER
Johann, not Richard.

Silence.

MRS CABRLE
You don’t like me.

BONNER
Don’t be silly. You know that’s
not true.

MRS CABLE
You hate me. Because of the roses.

BONNER
I'm sorry, I don’'t...

MRS CABLE
Your children threw their ball
into my roses. Last summer.

BONNER
Oh yes, I remember. Vaguely.

MRS CABLE
I shouted at you.

BONNER
Yes you did. But I didn’t take it
seriously. You had every right to
be angry. After all, your
beautiful roses...

MRS CABLE
And what about the notes?

BONNER
What notes?

MRS CABLE
The ones my husband put through
your door.



BONNER
(uneasy)
Oh, those notes. Don't worry about
that. I didn’t take them
seriously.

MRS CABLE
You don’t really take anything
seriously, do you?

BONNER

I wouldn’t say that.

(pause)
It’s just that everyone has their
own idea of what a garden should
look like. You don't like my
garden, and I don't like yours.
That's just the way it is.

MRS CABLE
I suppose so. Well, I'd better be
going. I interrupted your
practice.

BONNER
Don’t worry, I was about to call
it a day anyway. You don’t have to
rush.

Mrs Cable hesitates a moment, then walks toward the cello.

MRS CABLE
You know, I often listen to you

playing.

BONNER
(surprised)
Really?

MRS CABLE
Yes. Sometimes, when I see you in
the conservatory, I go outside so
I can hear you. You play so
beautifully.

BONNER

Thank you. It’s nice to be
appreciated.

(pause)
You know what? When I get back you
must come over for a cup of
coffee, and I’'1l play something
specially for you. Anything you
like.



MRS CABLE
I love that slow piece you play.
The one you always start off with.

BONNER
Ah yes, the Bach. I start with
Bach and I end with Bach.

MRS CABLE
Would you play it for me now?

BONNER
(checks watch)
Now? Well...
MRS CABLE
(shyly)
It’s my birthday today.
BONNER
Oh... well, in that case... take

a seat. Please.

Mrs Cable sits on the sofa. Bonner sits, gets ready to
play.

BONNER
I'll play something from the
Sarabande Suite. No. 5, the piece
you like.

Bonner plays (the music actually coming from a speaker
hidden under his chair.)

Mrs Cable is visibly moved.
Finally the piece comes to an end.

BONNER
There. Happy Birthday.

Mrs Cable bursts into tears.

BONNER
Mrs Cable... what is it?

MRS CABRLE
(sobs)

BONNER
Oh, of course. Bach. He can have
that effect. People get carried
away, as 1f touched by something

greater than... er...

Bonner looks helplessly at the crying woman.



Mrs Cable

Mrs Cable

Mrs Cable

BONNER
(starting to babble)
themselves. Is it divine...

this greater... er...
weeps inconsolably.

BONNER
Please... don’t cry. I know Bach
is moving, but...

MRS CABLE
It’s my husband.
BONNER
What about your husband?
MRS CABLE
He's...
BONNER
(apprehensive)
Yes?
MRS CABLE
He... he... forgot my birthday!
BONNER
(relieved)

Oh. Well that’s not good. Not
good at all. You’re hurt. I mean,
who wouldn’t be?

(pause)
But on the other hand... was it
just an oversight? Has he got a
lot on his mind? Is he stressed
out?

continues to cry uncontrollably.

BONNER
Look, I’'m sure he didn’t mean to
hurt you. People hurt each other
all the time, don’t they? Without
a second thought.

sobs uncontrollably.

BONNER
It’s not for me to say but...
isn’t the most important thing in
a relationship the ability to
forgive?



Mrs Cable cries even harder.

BONNER
You are a woman, Mrs Cable! You
have empathy! Understanding! Rise
above it - go back home and
forgive him!

MRS CABRLE
It's too late for that.

BONNER
It’s never too late to forgive,
surely. Why do you say that?

MRS CABRLE
Because I killed him.

BONNER
(chuckles)
If people killed each other every
time they had an argument,

then...
(realization dawns)
Hang on... you mean...
MRS CABRLE
Yes.
BONNER
You’ve actually killed your
husband?
MRS CABLE

I murdered him.

BONNER
Murd... I don’t believe you.
MRS CABLE
I did it, I swear. Will you help
me?
BONNER
Wait, wait... you really...
MRS CABLE
Yes.
BONNER

So he’s dead then.

Mrs Cable nods.



BONNER
Passed away.

She nods again.

BONNER
Breathed his last.
MRS CABLE
Yes. And I don’t know what to do.
(pause)

Can you help me? Please?

BONNER
Well, I...

MRS CABLE
No, why should you! It’s not your
problem!

Mrs Cable turns, rushes into the garden.

BONNER
No, wait!

Bonner goes after her.

BONNER
You can't just run away!

He pulls her back inside. But she collapses to the
ground, and drags herself towards the door.

BONNER
No no, stay here. I'm not letting
you go. Seriously.

He yanks her up, pushes her onto the sofa.

MRS CABLE
I murdered my husband. I'm a
killer!

BONNER
Just... stay there. We don’t want

you doing anything foolish.

MRS CABLE
Foolish? What do you mean?

BONNER
In times of stress, people do...
strange things.



MRS CABLE
What?
BONNER
You know, you might want to... do

something to yourself.

MRS CABLE
Do something to myself? No no no...

She starts to get up.

MRS CABRLE
I shouldn’t have come here! I'm
going.

Bonner pushes her back onto the sofa.

BONNER
You’ll stay right there!
MRS CABLE
I can’t believe I did it. But I

did.

She bangs her head rhythmically against the sofa cushions.

MRS CABLE
I did it! I did it! I did it!
BONNER
(forcefully)

Stop it! Pull yourself together!

Mrs Cable is taken aback, but composes herself.

BONNER
We need calm. Quiet. A moment of
reflection. Let’s think... what

to do?

Bonner goes to the aquarium, feeds the fish. Then he
suddenly drops the can of fish food into the aquarium, goes
to the phone and picks up the receiver.

BONNER
Obviously there’s only one thing
we can do!

Mrs Cable looks at him, wide-eyed and horrified.

BONNER

(replaces the receiver)
Perhaps not.

(MORE)



She tries

BONNER (CONT’ D)
We don’t want to be too hasty.

(pause)

So... how did you... you know.
MRS CABLE

The stairs. Down the stairs.
BONNER

You pushed him down the stairs?
MRS CABLE

Yes.
BONNER

So where 1s he now?
MRS CABLE

Downstairs.

to get up again.

MRS CABLE
I should go.

BONNER
No, no. Stay where you are.

MRS CABRLE
It’s not fair. I shouldn’t have
involved you.

BONNER
It’s a bit late for that! One
minute I'm sitting here happily
playing Bach, the next minute
I’ve got a murder on my hands!

MRS CABRLE
As I said...

BONNER
(paces)
This is crunch time. How do we
move forward from here?

MRS CABLE
We?

BONNER
(takes no notice)
Think, think!

10.



MRS CABLE
(sniffles)

Do you have a tissue by any chance?

BONNER
What we need is a plan.

MRS CABRLE
What I need is a tissue.

BONNER
(ignores her)
You are quite sure that you
killed him?

MRS CABLE
Yes.

BONNER
There’s no chance he’s still alive?

MRS CABLE
He looked pretty dead to me.

BONNER
Pretty dead! That’s no good!
Didn’t you check his pulse or
anything?

MRS CABLE

I didn’t have to. There was a
crack. When he rolled down the

stairs.

BONNER
You mean... his neck?

MRS CABRLE
Of course.

BONNER
But maybe it wasn’t his... maybe
it was the wood or something. The
wooden stairs.

MRS CABLE
No, it was definitely his neck.

BONNER
How can you be so sure?

MRS CABLE
We have a marble staircase!

11.



Silence.

Mrs Cable

12.

BONNER
But still, we’re not absolutely
sure that your husband...

MRS CABLE
He’s dead! I know my husband!

BONNER
All right. He’s definitely dead.
So how exactly did this happen?

MRS CABRLE
(as if in a trance)
I pushed him.

BONNER
You pushed him. In the heat of
the moment no doubt.

MRS CABLE
Not exactly.

BONNER
(not listening)
Yes, a moment of madness. That’s
it. It just suddenly happened.
Next thing, what brought you to
push him?

looks blank.

BONNER
Was it something to do with your
birthday?

MRS CABLE
(snaps out of it)
What?

BONNER
Was it something to do with your
birthday? Why you pushed him down
the stairs?

MRS CABLE
Yes.

BONNER
Now we’re getting somewhere. You
pushed him down the stairs
because he forgot your birthday.



MRS CABRLE
Yes. No! Also...

BONNER
Also? Was there another reason?

MRS CABLE
Why are you asking me all this?

BONNER
Extenuating circumstances. If
there are extenuating
circumstances you could get a
shorter sentence. Or with a good
lawyer, even an acquittal.

MRS CABLE
You think I’'m going to be arrested?
Put on trial?

BONNER
I don’t think anyone’s going to
give you a medal.

MRS CABLE
Oh my God. There’ll be reporters.
Photos in the paper...

BONNER
Don’t worry about that now, let’s
focus. So, you pushed your

husband down the stairs because
he forgot your birthday, and
also...

MRS CABLE
Also, he kept crying.

BONNER
You killed vyour husband because
he kept crying?

MRS CABLE
Yes. And I didn't want him to
lock me up again.

BONNER
Again? You mean... he was always
locking you up?

MRS CABLE
No. Just once.

BONNER
Once a week?

13.



Mrs Cable

MRS CABLE
No, once ever.

BONNER
Oh shame. Still, locking up your
wife is usually frowned upon.
Even if it’s just the once. And
why did he lock you up this one
time?

struggles with herself.

MRS CABLE
I don’t want to discuss it.

BONNER
All of a sudden you don’t want to
discuss it!

MRS CABLE
No.

BONNER
Right. I get it. You don’t want a
confidant, you want an
accomplice... some useful idiot to
help you get rid of the body!

MRS CABLE
No! You can’t help me! Nobody can
help me!

BONNER
(turns away)
Oh come on! Self-pity is so
unattractive.

MRS CABLE
Easy for you to say! I'm grieving
for my husband!

BONNER
No you’re not, you’re grieving
for yourself.
(pause)
Mrs Cable, I'm just trying to
help you make the best of a bad
situation.

MRS CABLE
A bad situation? My husband’s
lying dead over there!
(pause)
If only I could turn back time.
Bring him back to life.

14.



Mrs Cable
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BONNER
As plans go, that’s rather a long
shot. But look on the bright

side. You're still alive. You
have your whole 1life ahead of
you'!

MRS CABLE

I turned forty today.

BONNER
Well, half your life anyway.

MRS CABLE
It doesn’t matter how long I live -
I'11l always be a murderer!

cries silently.

MRS CABLE
I'm so sorry.

BONNER
What’s done is done.

MRS CABLE
It’s going to stain I'm afraid.

BONNER

What?
MRS CABLE

Your sofa... it's going to stain.
BONNER

(sighs wearily)
Don’t worry about it.

MRS CABRLE

But it’s so new... and so white.
BONNER

Mrs Cable...
MRS CABRLE

I need a tissue.

BONNER
I told you. No tissues.

MRS CABLE
Tears are quite salty you know.
Look, it’s marked...
(pause)
(MORE)



Mrs Cable
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MRS CABLE (CONT’D)
What this place needs is a
woman’s touch.

BONNER
For fuck’s sake! Can we just
concentrate!

looks shocked.

BONNER
Now, I’'1ll ask you again - why did
he lock you up?

MRS CABLE
For using words like that.
BONNER
For saying f... for using the...
F-word?
MRS CABLE

Yes. Not that I'm in the habit of
it. I'm surprised at you
actually.

BONNER
Sorry. I’'m rather stressed out. I
apologize. You were saying?

MRS CABLE
The real reason was... I wanted
to leave him.

BONNER
Ah. Now we’re getting to it.

MRS CABLE
There was a voice inside me... as
if someone else had taken over...
and. ..

BONNER
Yes?

MRS CABLE
and yet I loved him. Sort of.
In a way.

BONNER
Sort of? In a way?

MRS CABLE
(shrugs)
Yes.



Mrs Cable
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BONNER
Right. Let me get this straight.
(counts the points off on
his fingers)
You killed your husband because A,
he forgot your birthday; B, he
kept crying; and C, he locked you

up. Once. For saying f... the F-
word.
nods.

BONNER
And yet you loved him. Sort of. In
a way.

She nods again.

Mrs Cable

BONNER
This is hopeless! The police are
bound to be involved eventually,
and you can’t tell them some
cock-and-bull story like this!
They'll tear you apart.

MRS CABLE
I don’t care. Let them lock me up.
Throw away the key. I deserve it.

BONNER
Enough! Either you stop this
self-pitying nonsense or you
leave!

MRS CABLE
Very well.

gets up and heads towards the door.

BONNER
(yells)
Wait! I forbid you to leave!
MRS CABLE
(turns)
Don't yell at me!
(yells)

I can't stand being yelled at!

BONNER
I'm sorry. But one of us has to
keep our nerve. And it looks like
that someone has to be me.



Mrs Cable goes to the sofa and sits down again.

Mrs Cable

Silence.

Silence.

(gestures towards sofa)
Please, sit down.

BONNER
Luckily I have a mental switch.
(makes a ‘switching’
motion)
All I have to do is flick it and
I'm completely calm again. You
see?

nods.

BONNER
That’s what I do before a
concert. Switch off the outside
world. So I can concentrate on
the music.
(pause)
Did he yell at you, too?

MRS CABRLE
Yes. But his silence was worse.

BONNER
Your marriage sounds like a total

car crash.

MRS CABLE
(shrugs)
Yes. But I have a switch too. If
I have to, I can just turn myself
off.

BONNER
As 1f you’re dead. Completely numb.
It’s a survival mechanism.

MRS CABLE
Something like that.

BONNER
(with renewed energy)
So, back to the drawing board.
The most important thing is to
prove that you weren’t planning
to kill him. Agreed?

Bonner stares at the unresponsive Mrs Cable.

18.



BONNER
Do you agree?

MRS CABLE
I did take a running jump at him.

BONNER
In the heat of the moment. You
were angry. Enraged. You wanted
to... be sure.

MRS CABLE
Actually, I’'d been practising
that running jump for years. If
I'm honest, there wasn’t a day
that passed when I didn’t think
about killing him.

BONNER
Surely not...

MRS CABLE
He recently had to go on a
training course. He went out of
the front door... I gave him a
kiss... I waved... and the moment
he drove off it started again.

BONNER
Go on.

MRS CABLE

I hear the doorbell ringing. I
open the door to find a policeman
standing there. He looks serious -
like in the movies. He says “Mrs
Cable, I'm afraid I have some bad
news. It’s your husband. He’s been
killed in an accident. We found
his car in the river.” The
policeman is so solemn as he’s
saying all this and I - I smile!
Then I shake the policeman's hand
and thank him, as if he had just
wished me a happy birthday!

(pause)
My husband never liked water. He
couldn't swim. But he ended up in

the river.

BONNER
But he didn’t, did he! That was
just in your mind! A fantasy!
Everyone has thoughts like that
sometimes!
(pause)



Everyone who’s married, anyway...

MRS CABLE
Another time, I dreamt I gave him
an electric razor as a present...
and I saw myself dropping it into
the water while he was having a
bath.

BONNER
But you didn’t actually...

MRS CABLE
No, it was Jjust another fantasy...
like when he was under the car,
trying to fix something... and

then. ..

BONNER
I understand.

MRS CABLE
Suddenly...

BONNER
All right, I get it!

MRS CABLE
Some people dream about movie
stars, or being abducted by
aliens... all I dream about is

killing my husband.

BONNER
Everyone dreams about killing
people now and then.

MRS CABLE
Everyone? Even you?

BONNER
Yes. Occasionally. When I was
married of course.

MRS CABLE
So what was your murderous fantasy?

BONNER
Pointless to talk about it now.

MRS CABLE
Go on. I want to know.



BONNER
All right. It was always the same
thing. My wife loved apples, you see.
Granny Smith’s, Bramley, Cox’s...
to her they were like wvintage
wines. She’d sit there chewing an
apple with an expression of
ecstasy on her face... and I
always imagined her biting off a
piece that was much too big. She
can’t spit it out, she can’t chew
it... her face turns red, she
jumps up, her eyes bulge out, she
struggles for breath, she’s
desperate for help. But I - I just
sit down and wait to see what
happens. Her face turns from red
to blue, she gasps, chokes, but
it’s no good - that chunk of apple
is really stuck. Finally she
collapses, wriggling around like a
fish on land. Then her movements
slow down... and suddenly it's
quiet. Finally... it’s quiet.

MRS CABLE
That’s... horrible.

BONNER
But it’s only a fantasy, don’t
you see... a spontaneous fantasy!
Raw. Unmediated. Straight from
the cerebellum - the part marked
‘Neanderthal.’

MRS CABLE
You must have hated her.

BONNER
Not at all. I love and adore my
wife. Still do.
(pause)
Anyway, it doesn’t matter. We’re
not talking about me.

MRS CABLE
No, and your wife didn’t actually
end up dead, did she? My husband
did.

BONNER
All right, back to him. You killed
him, but it wasn’t part of some
big master plan, was 1it?



MRS CABLE
Probably not.

BONNER
Probably not? That'’s not a
defence! If you say that vyou’re
bound to get banged up!

MRS CABLE
I don’t know what I'm saying.

BONNER
Definitely don’t say “I probably
wasn’t planning to kill him!”
You’1ll put the judge’s back up
right away. Look, just lie down
here on the sofa and close your
eyes. Now tell me everything,
from beginning to end. Don’t hold
back. Let it all pour out.

MRS CABLE

Mr Bonner... there’s something else

I have to tell you.

BONNER
Like I said, let it pour out.

MRS CABLE
You’re a good person.

BONNER
Well I try, but...

MRS CABLE
I’'m sure you are a tender, loving
person. And your music. It’s so
beautiful. It speaks to me.

BONNER
I'm happy to hear that, but...

MRS CABLE
I just want to say, you mustn’t
doubt yourself. That leads
nowhere.

BONNER
But so does too much confidence.

MRS CABLE
And what about Van Gogh?

BONNER
Van Gogh? What about him?

22.
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MRS CABLE
Today he’s world famous, everyone
loves him. But back then he
doubted himself. So he cut off his
ear.

BONNER
(sighs)
I'm not going to cut off my ear.
There’s not much demand for one-
eared cellists.

MRS CABLE
I’'m just so happy that you are on
my side.

BONNER

Yes, yes. The way I see it, you
suffered until finally you could
suffer no more, and then you
snapped. There was no big plan,
no strategy. A woman like you
simply isn’t capable of such a
thing.

MRS CABLE
A woman like me? What’s that
supposed to mean?

BONNER
A normal, ordinary housewife.

MRS CABLE
Normal? Ordinary?

BONNER
In a good way! Unworldly, that’s
what I meant!

MRS CABLE
I know exactly what you meant. You
think I’'m one of those stay-at-
home wives who spends her all her
time making cup cakes and watching
daytime TV.

BONNER
I didn’t say that.

MRS CABRLE
You meant that.



BONNER
I didn’t! I just meant...
uncomplicated.

MRS CABLE
Unsophisticated, more like.

BONNER
No, no... I meant... what’s the

word? Modest! That’s it - modest!

MRS CABLE
No you didn’t. What you meant was

docile. Docile and submissive.

BONNER
No'!

MRS CABRLE
(shouts)
But it’s true! That’s what I am!

Silence.
Bonner sits down beside Mrs Cable and takes her hand.

BONNER
Mrs Cable...

MRS CABLE
Just think. Only last summer we
were involved in a shouting
match. And now here you are
holding my hand.

BONNER
It’s nice.

MRS CABLE
Yes. It is.

BONNER
I mean, it’s nice that people can
make up. Settle their
differences. If they’re honest
with each other.

MRS CABLE
Yes, we must be honest.
(pause)
You have beautiful eyes. So gentle.

BONNER
I have an idea. Close your eyes.



MRS CABLE
Why?

BONNER
You’ll be able to concentrate
better. And we really do need to
concentrate, because you're in
trouble. Big trouble.



