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PASCAL MEDITATION
[As the play begins, AL, LIBBY and DICK are all on stage.   AL is a man in his seventies.  He is dressed in an outdated outfit including slacks, an untucked dress shirt and a far too wide tie.  He wears a kippah.  LIBBY is in her late twenties and DICK is in his thirties.  Both are dressed in casual clothes.  

AL begins seated in a chair at a small table.  On the table is a traditional Jewish seder plate used for the celebration of the Passover holiday.  On the seder plate is a large lamb’s shank, a roasted egg, matzah under a matzah cover, charoset (made from fruit, nuts and wine), a large piece of horseradish, some parsley and a small bowl of salt water.  On the table are also two bottles of wine and three wine glasses.  LIBBY and DICK begin standing off to the side of the table.
When AL is not speaking, he is generally mumbling, much as one might find an old man in prayer at synagogue.  Conversely, during AL’s many recitations, LIBBY and DICK are very much in motion, expressing their reactions to AL’s dialogue.  AL has a Passover Haggadah from which he reads – the book containing the Passover stories and prayers.]
AL
[holding up his cup of wine]

Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Who has chosen us from all peoples, and exalted us above all nations and sanctified us with His commandments.

LIBBY
Do you believe that?  Chosen us from all peoples?  Exalted us above all nations?

DICK
Crazy.

LIBBY
[to AL]

Do you hear what you’re saying?  Do you really believe that?

AL
You have given us, O Lord our God, with love festivals for happiness, holidays and seasons for rejoicing; as this day of the Festival of Passover, the season of freedom, a holy assembly, in remembrance of the Exodus from Egypt.  For You have chosen us from all peoples – 

LIBBY
Again!

AL
- and sanctified us with Your holy festivals in joy and in happiness.  Blessed are You, O Lord, Who sanctifies Israel and the festive seasons.

LIBBY
Can’t you see how backwards all of this is?

[AL does not respond.]

LIBBY
Chosen us from all peoples?  Because we’re somehow more entitled?

[AL does not respond.]

LIBBY
Grandpa – we’re living in the modern age, for G-d’s sake!  The whole point is that none of us are more entitled than anyone else!

AL
Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Who has kept us in life, and sustained us, and enabled us to reach this festive season.

LIBBY
God?  Ruler of the universe?  Who watches children get slaughtered?  

[AL does not respond]

LIBBY
[to DICK]

It’s as if he doesn’t hear a word I say.  

[to AL]

Even innocent Jewish children get slaughtered!

AL
[holding up a piece of parsley]

Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Creator of the fruit of the earth.

LIBBY
You may want to deny suffering in the world.  But I will not hide behind some toothless G-d – and ignore the rights of all people in favor of some fantasy of tribal selection.  
AL
[holding up a piece of matzah]

This is the bread of affliction which our ancestors ate in the land of Egypt.  All who are hungry – let them come and eat.

LIBBY
All – or just the Jews?

AL
All who are needy – let them come and celebrate Passover with us.

LIBBY
This hocus pocus isn’t what fulfills their needs – they’re literally starving for the fruits of human invention and progress!
AL
Now we are here; next year may we be in the Land of Israel.

LIBBY
I am not from Israel!  I am a citizen of the world – just like everyone else on this G-d-forsaken planet!

AL
Now we are slaves; next year may we be free.

LIBBY
Yes!  Let’s be free from the lethal anachronisms of these tribal rituals!  Grandpa – just listen to me – we’re all entitled to freedom – it’s a basic right for us as human beings, not as Jews.

[AL does not respond.]

You don’t even see the problem here?  That we have to let go of these ethnic lines that divide us, if we’re to have a place in the modern world which offers equal rights for all people?  Can’t you even acknowledge the legitimate questions here?

AL
How different is this night from all other nights?

LIBBY
It’s not!  That’s the point I’m trying to make!

AL
On all other nights we may eat either leavened or unleavened bread; on this night only unleavened bread.

LIBBY
And what in G-d’s name does the leavening in bread have to do with justice?  

AL
On all other nights we may eat any vegetable; on this night we are required to eat bitter herbs.

LIBBY
But we’re not!  It’s only when we seal ourselves off from the rest of society that we’re relegated to the bitterness!  

AL
On all other nights we are not bidden to dip our vegetables even once; on this night we dip them twice.

LIBBY
And whose bidding are we doing?  Can’t you see that when we abdicate responsibility for ourselves, we lose our ability to make truly moral choices?   
AL
On all other nights we eat our meals in any manner; on this night, why do we sit around the table together in ceremonial fashion?

LIBBY
Yes – why?  What good does it do for us to tell this same stupid story year after year, just reinforcing some depressing fantasy about what’s different for us, rather than reveling in the real world in which we share?
[AL does not respond, burying himself in his Haggadah.  LIBBY, in disgust, gets up from the table and walks to one side of the stage, with DICK following her.]
LIBBY
I just can’t take this anymore!

DICK
It is ridiculous.

LIBBY
It’s bad enough that he insists on droning on with these absurd rituals.  But that he then won’t even acknowledge the dangerous contradictions between this world he’s constructed and the real world.  That’s what’s so unnerving!
DICK
It’s true.  I mean, how can he not even see the danger of his choices?

LIBBY
Right!  His choices.  That’s the chosenness going on here.  His choice to close his eyes to the progress in human reason and human rights in the last three thousand years.

DICK
So what we can we do about it?

AL
“We were slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt,” and the Lord our God brought us forth from there “with a strong hand and an outstretched arm.”  

LIBBY
Oh yeah?  Did you see that hand and that arm?  

AL
If the Holy One, blessed be He, had not brought forth our ancestors from Egypt, then we and our children, and our children’s children, would still be enslaved to Pharaoh in Egypt.

LIBBY
But we are!  The Egypt of imagined difference!

DICK
So what should we do about it?

LIBBY
What can we do?  I can’t even get him to listen to a word I say.

AL
Therefore, even if we are all learned and wise, all elders and fully versed in the Torah, it is our duty nonetheless to retell the story of the Exodus from Egypt.

DICK
But, like you said, he’s dangerous – what with all of his rhetoric.

LIBBY
That’s the most frightening part of it.  He is dangerous!

DICK
He doesn’t even see that it’s his insistence on “holy” separation that leads to all of our suffering.

LIBBY
Yes!  I mean, how much more ironic could that be?
DICK
So it’s not enough to just let him ramble on with his vitriol, even if he doesn’t realize it’s so harmful.

LIBBY
But what can we do?  He’s so old and set in his ways, we’ll never be able to change him.
AL
It is told that Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Joshua, Rabbi Elazar the son of Azariah, Rabbi Akiba and Rabbi Tarfon sat all night in Bnai Brak telling the story of the Exodus from Egypt.  Towards morning, their students came to tell them that it was time for the morning prayers.

LIBBY
Do you hear that crap?  Five guys sitting around talking in a little town in Israel two thousand years ago – telling a story from a thousand years before that - and that’s somehow supposed to be relevant to our world today?  

DICK
Of course it’s not.  But so let’s put a stop to this nonsense.

LIBBY
Well what do you have in mind?

DICK
Like you said, he’s already an old man.

AL
Rabbi Elazar, the son of Azariah said:  I am near seventy years of age, and could not understand why the Exodus from Egypt should be recounted in the evening service.

LIBBY
But that’s the problem.  He’s so old, he can’t even see or hear that the world has passed him by.

DICK
Right.  But unfortunately, he can keep spewing out what denies reality and drives us apart.  

LIBBY
I’m still not seeing your alternative.

DICK
I’m just saying that, if he can’t listen – if he can’t change – but he still colors our world – holds us back – then we can’t just stand by and do nothing.

LIBBY
Well what are we going to do?  Stuff his napkin in his mouth?

DICK
That would be a start.

LIBBY
Are you serious?

DICK
It’s our ethical obligation.  I mean, what are we here for if not to promote freedom, dispassionate reason and equality – even if that means making sacrifices along the way.

LIBBY
Well he may be old, but he’s not that old.  Stuff a napkin in his mouth and you’ll just get back a saliva and mucous covered napkin.
DICK
Right.  That’s why we need to go further.

LIBBY
You really are serious.

AL
Blessed is God, blessed be He, Who gave the Torah to His people Israel.  Blessed be He.  The Torah speaks of four types of children: one who is wise and one who is contrary; one who is simple and one who does not even know how to ask a question.

DICK
Well you can see why – he’ll just keep harrassing us with his outdated ideas until we put a stop to it.
LIBBY
So what’s your plan?

DICK
Well we do have the wine.

LIBBY
You want to hit him over the head with the wine bottle?

DICK
I don’t think we need to get that messy.

LIBBY
Ah – so you mean just use the wine to knock him out.

DICK
Right.  To anaesthetize him.

LIBBY
But he’ll only drink when the Haggadah tells him to drink.
DICK
Well like I said, we all may need to make some sacrifices along the way.

LIBBY
You mean force him to drink?  

[DICK motions in the affirmative.]

I don’t know.  I mean, he is my grandfather.  

AL
The wise child asks:  “What is the meaning of the laws, statutes and customs which the Lord our God has commanded us?”  And you shall explain to him all the laws of Passover, to the very last detail about the Afikoman.

LIBBY
Fine.  If he’s gonna keep force feeding us this BS, I suppose it is fair game to force feed him some of his own medicine.  
DICK
Exactly.

LIBBY
So how should we do it?  

AL
The contrary child asks:  "What is the meaning of this ceremony to you?"  Saying to you, he excludes himself from the group and thus denies a basic principle of our faith.

LIBBY
Who's faith?  Not mine!

AL
You may therefore set his teeth on edge and say to him:  "This is done because of what the Lord did for me when I came forth from Egypt."  For me and not for him; had he been there, he would not have been redeemed.

LIBBY
If life in a self-enforced spiritual deception is your idea of redemption, damn right I'm not redeemed!

DICK
True, true.  But so let's get to it, shall we?

LIBBY
O.k.  

[LIBBY takes a glass and fills it with wine.]

LIBBY
So - will you hold his head - and I guess I'll try to pour down the wine?

DICK
Perfect.

[DICK and LIBBY move next to AL.  LIBBY holds up the cup of wine.  DICK readies himself just behind AL.  Right before DICK places his hand on AL's head, AL begins to speak, startling DICK and LIBBY, who spills her cup of wine.]

AL
The simple child asks:  "What is this about?"  To him you shall say:  "With a strong hand the Lord brought us forth from Egypt, from the house of bondage."

LIBBY
What a mess!

DICK
Relax.  I didn't say it would be easy.  Just re-fill your cup and we'll try again.

[LIBBY goes to do so.]

AL
As for the child who does not even know how to ask, you must begin for him, as it is written, "And you shall tell your child on that day, 'This is done because of what the Lord did for me when I came forth from Egypt."

LIBBY
For you!  Not for me.  I'll take freedom, reason and equality over your G-d of division, blind faith and patriarchy any day!

AL
In earliest times our ancestors worshipped idols, but now God has drawn us to his service.

DICK
Are you ready?

LIBBY
Yes.

[Again they approach.  Again, just as DICK is about to grab hold of AL's head, AL loudly speaks, startling DICK and LIBBY.]

AL
This is the promise that has sustained our ancestors and us.  For it was not one enemy alone who rose up against us to destroy us; in every generation there are those who rise up against us and seek to destroy us.  But the Holy One, blessed be He, saves us from their hands.
LIBBY
This isn't going very well.

DICK
We just have to stick the program that's all.  Hopefully, three will be a charm.  
LIBBY
Fine.  One more try.  

AL
And the Egyptians did evil unto us and tormented us, and set upon us hard labor.

LIBBY
Evil unto us?  We weren't even there!

AL
"And tormented us - as it is written: "And they set taskmasters over them in order to oppress them with their burdens."

LIBBY
As if that's any different than what the 99% of us who work bear today?
AL
And we cried unto the Lord, the God of our ancestors, and the Lord heard our voice, and saw our affliction, our travail and our oppression.

LIBBY
So this G-d who ignores evil in the world every single day, somehow saw it in his heart to attend to a tribe of underpaid laborers in Egypt three thousand years ago?

AL
God heard their moaning and remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

LIBBY
Ah - that's right - I forgot.  G-d paid special attention since we had already cut a deal with him.  A red heifer special - believe in me and I'll look out for you forever!  With a thirty day money back guarantee!

AL
And saw our affliction - this means the enforced separation of husband and wives.

LIBBY
So our ancestors didn't have enough alone time - boy that sounds rough!

AL
Our travail - this recalls the drowning of the male children.

LIBBY
Fine - that is horrible.  But so our duty isn't to wallow in this one human tragedy, but to attend to the multitude of human tragedies that plague us everyday!  And with the salve of human reason, not the sword of sanctimony!
AL
"And our oppression" - this refers to the persecution, as it is written:  "And I have also seen the oppression with which the Egyptians oppress them."

LIBBY
Spoken like the true oppressor that you are!

DICK
So can we get on with this?

LIBBY
By all means.  

[LIBBY re-fills the cup.  They again approach AL.  DICK ever so slowly positions his hands to grab AL's head.  He finally grabs AL's head and this time is not interrupted by an outburst from AL.]
DICK
[as AL struggles]

O.k!  I've got him!  Pour in the wine!

LIBBY
Are you sure this is o.k. to do?

DICK
It's good for everyone!  You need to put him out of commission for his own good!

[LIBBY deliberates, as AL continues to struggle]

DICK
Hurry! Before I lose my grip!

[LIBBY, in a moment of decision, pours the wine down AL's throat.  AL gulps it down.  When they're done, LIBBY steps back, DICK releases AL's head and AL slumps a little with his eyes closed.  He is silent for a few moments.]

DICK
I think it worked!

LIBBY
But is he o.k.?  

DICK
He'll be fine.  It'll just knock him out for a while.  Long enough for us to figure out how to solve the problem more fully.

[AL opens his eyes.]






AL
I remember it like it was yesterday.  Libby looked so sad.  Nine years old and her mother absolutely refused to let her have real wine at the seder.  She begged and pleaded - told us that all of her other Jewish friends had been allowed to have some real wine from the time they were seven.  But her mother stood firm.  Until I made up a story about how in our village growing up nine was precisely the age when girls and boys were permitted - in fact required - to taste their first wine on Passover.  That it was a mitzvah.  Her mother was none too pleased.  But Libby was overjoyed.  That is, until she took the first big sip.  And then spit it up all over her dress and the table.

[LIBBY has listened, entranced during the prior dialogue, until the last sentence to which she reacts.]

LIBBY
Infantilize me all you like! It just goes to show that these old religions are just patriarchal tools for keeping down women and children!
DICK
Right on!

[AL again closes his eyes.]

LIBBY
So what do we do now?

DICK
Did you really spit up all over yourself?
LIBBY
You're as bad as he is!

DICK
It just sounded funny that's all.  Anyway - 

[AL suddenly jumps to his feet and recites the following]

AL
"And the Lord brought us forth from Egypt" - not by a ministering angel, not by a fiery angel, and not by a messenger, but by Himself in His glory, did the Holy One, blessed be He, do so!"

LIBBY
So it did nothing.

DICK
I wouldn't say nothing, but - 

AL
"I will pass through the land of Egypt on that night, and I will smite all the first-born in the land of Egypt, both man and beast, and against all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgment.  I am the Lord."

LIBBY
Great.  So an eye for an eye - a man for a man - a beast for a beast.  A g-d for a g-d!  Making all our g-ds infinitely replaceable!

AL
"Has any god ever tried to go and remove one nation from the midst of another nation, with trials, with signs and with wonders, and with war, and with a strong hand and outstretched arm, and with great terrors, as the Lord our God did for you in Egypt before your eyes?"

[AL now takes a bottle of wine and chases LIBBY and DICK around the stage throwing some wine on/at them as he calls out the various plagues - or, if that creates too messy/hazardous a production element, just pouring a drop of wine on his hand and then flinging that at LIBBY and DICK with each plague.]
AL
"I will show wonders in the heavens and on earth:

Blood!  Fire!  And Pillars of Smoke!

We refer to the ten plagues, which the Holy One, blessed be He, brought upon the Egyptians in Egypt, and they are as follows!

Blood! Frogs! Vermin! Wild Beasts! Pestilence! Boils! Hail! Locusts! Darkness! Slaying of the First-Born!

[At this point, AL breaks into a rendition of the song Dayenu]
AL
Ee-lu hotzee hotzee anu hotzee anu mee-Meetzrayeem, hotzee anu mee-Meetzrayeem, Dayenu.  Day-day-enu, Day-day-enu, Day-day-enu, Dayenu, Dayenu, Dayenu, Day-Day-enu, Day-day-enu, Day-day-enu, Dayenu, Dayenu!

LIBBY
[shouting at the conclusion of Dayenu]

Enough!

[AL shuffles back to his seat and sits down.  LIBBY and DICK cautiously return to the middle of the stage.]
AL
Rabban Gamliel used to say: Whoever does not explain the following three symbols on Passover has not fulfilled his duty.

LIBBY
We're losing control.

[AL picks up the large shank bone and waves it around threateningly at LIBBY and DICK as he says the following lines]

The Passover offering which our ancestors ate in Temple days, which was the reason for it?  It was because the Holy One, blessed be He, passed over the houses of our ancestors in Egypt, as it is written "And you shall say, 'It is the Passover offering to the Lord, Who passed over the houses of the children of Israel in Egypt, when He smote the Egyptians, and spared our houses.'"

LIBBY
How can we be spared on the backs of the suffering of others?  

AL
[using the shank bone to point to the matzah]

This Matzah which we eat, what is the reason for it?  It is because there was not enough time for the dough of our ancestors to rise when the King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He, revealed himself to them and redeemed them.

LIBBY
You want to talk about a plague?  That matzah is a constipating curse, not a symbol of salvation!

[AL now picks up the large piece of horseradish and even more threateningly waves both the shank bone and horseradish at LIBBY and DICK, now menacingly taunting them around the stage.]

AL
These bitter herbs which we eat - what is their meaning?  It is because the Egyptians embittered the lives of our ancestors in Egypt!  
DICK
We've got to stop him!

AL
In every generation one must see oneself as though having personally come forth from Egypt, as it is written:  

LIBBY
But how?  

AL
And you shall tell your child on that day, 'This is done because of what the Lord did for me when I came forth from Egypt.'"
DICK
I'll grab the lamb shank and you try to get the horseradish!

[As LIBBY and DICK struggle to get the shank bone and horseradish from AL, he recites the following:]

AL
It was not our ancestors alone whom the Holy One, blessed be He, redeemed; He redeemed us too!

[LIBBY and DICK finally wrest control of the bone and horseradish and start beating AL with them, as LIBBY says the following]

LIBBY
No!  No one redeemed me!  I am not redeemed!

[After a series of blows, AL is on the ground, LIBBY is on her knees and DICK is standing.  After a moment AL speaks.]

AL
She couldn't have been more than thirteen.  That's right.  Exactly thirteen, since she had just had her Bat Mitzvah.  Boy were we all proud.  She led the whole middle of the seder.  From Dayenu right through to the meal.  Now I won't lie - it did feel a little awkward to me having someone else leading - let alone a teenage girl.  But I was so proud - that we had done our jobs so well that this little thirteen year old girl could confidently lead us through a Passover seder, as if she had been there, in Egypt, herself.  Kvelling, that's what we say.  I was kvelling.  
[LIBBY now has her head in her hands.  DICK just watches as AL collects himself, walks back to the seder table and picks up a glass of wine.]

AL
It is our duty, therefore, to thank and to praise, to glorify and to extol Him Who performed all these wonders for our ancestors and for us.  He took us out from slavery to freedom, from sorrow to joy, from mourning to festivity, from darkness to great light, and from bondage to redemption.

DICK
[approaching LIBBY]

It's o.k. - he's just stronger than we thought.

LIBBY
It's not right.

DICK
It's not.  So we'll just stay at it until we shut him up for good.

LIBBY
No!  I mean what we're doing isn't right!

DICK
Well you can't just turn back now!  And there are other things we can do - throw the salt water in his eyes - or cut him with pieces of shell from the egg!

LIBBY
 Are you crazy?!  I don't want to hurt him!  

DICK
You could have fooled me with the swings you were taking with that horseradish.

LIBBY
I just wanted to quiet him down - to stop these stories and prayers of his from holding me and you hostage.

DICK
Well we certainly can't shut him up by doing less.  I mean, he's strong as an ox!
LIBBY
But that's just it - maybe the answer isn't trying to change him - maybe we just need to find a way to create more space between us.  I mean, we are a little hard pressed to be espousing pluralism and equal rights, if we don't give him some room to believe what he wants, even if we know it's completely misguided and not what we want.  

DICK
But now you're confusing me - I thought we agreed that his insistence on touting his chosenness - on separating himself - and us - from the rest of the world - was a danger.  Something that has to be dealt with.

LIBBY
It's not good - I still believe that.  But I'm just not seeing how we can stop that harm - without doing greater harm to him and us by doing anymore than we've already done.  
DICK
Well then what do you propose?  

LIBBY
Like I said, if we just create some space between us.  

DICK
So just move?

LIBBY
Right.

DICK
And why are we the ones who have to move?  Doesn’t that just validate for him that he’s somehow entitled to hold the higher ground?
LIBBY
I don’t know.  I just know we need to get far enough away from him to get his voice out of our heads.  Then we can figure out where exactly we should try to draw the lines between us. 

DICK
Fine.  Then lead the way.

[LIBBY peers around the stage and theatre.  She makes false starts in a few directions and then settles on a spot – ideally at the side or rear of the theatre- somewhere far from where AL is situated on stage.  She briskly moves to the spot, with DICK following.]

AL
[raises a glass of wine]

Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Who redeemed us and redeemed our ancestors from Egypt, and enabled us to reach this night, to eat thereon Matzah and bitter herbs.

LIBBY
Does this work?  

DICK
I guess.  I still don’t know why we need to move to accommodate him.

LIBBY
As long as it clears him from our minds – at least for a spell.

AL
[very loudly]

So may the Lord our God and God of our ancestors enable us to reach other holidays and festivals in peace, happy in the building of Your city Jerusalem and joyful in Your service.
DICK
Didn’t you hear that?

LIBBY
Yes – but maybe if we just turn the other way – and cover our ears.

[LIBBY does so and DICK reluctantly follows.  AL now, in his next recitation, begins to walk towards LIBBY and DICK as he speaks, carrying his cup of wine]

AL
There may we partake of the Passover offerings.  We shall sing unto You a new song of praise for our redemption and salvation.  Blessed are You, O Lord, Who redeemed Israel.

DICK
Didn’t you hear that?  It sounds like he’s getting closer!

LIBBY
It’s probably just our imaginations.

AL
[now right behind LIBBY and DICK, raising his glass of wine]

Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Creator of the fruit of the vine!
[AL drinks from the glass and LIBBY and DICK, having been startled by AL’s proximity, run a different spot in the theatre.]





AL

[speaking from the spot formerly occupied by LIBBY and DICK]

It was the spring of her freshman year in college.  At Barnard.  When she first came to visit, she was bubbling with the enthusiasm and new ideas of a mind on fire – so captivated by the new world she had entered.  But then she “opted out” of the seders.  Literally refused to participate.  Her parents and her brother all tried to change her mind – but she didn’t budge.  Said she didn’t have a problem with whatever we might want to do – but that she was entitled to make up her own mind about what she would and wouldn’t do.  So this was the value of a liberal education?  Teaching her to reject her faith – and her family?  During a quiet moment in the first seder, I prayed to G-d that she would find her way back to us.   
DICK
Now what?  He was right there, breathing down our necks!

LIBBY
G-d damn him!  It wasn’t enough for us to try to accommodate him? 

DICK
Obviously not!  That’s why we need to take him down!

LIBBY
I said I’m not going there!  We’re talking about my flesh and blood.

DICK
Well then what else can we do??

LIBBY
Why don’t we split up.

DICK
What?

LIBBY
Just for a little while.  That may confuse him enough to leave us alone.

DICK
I don’t know.
LIBBY
Let’s at least give it a try, o.k.?

DICK
Just for a little while.  Until we have a better plan of attack.  

LIBBY
Great.  So let me go stake out a position and then just make sure you’re not too close.

[LIBBY again goes through the exercise of choosing and moving towards a hiding place; then DICK follows suit, but this time in a spot far removed from LIBBY.  AL has returned to the seder table.]
AL
[dipping his hands in water]

Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Who sanctified us with his commandments, and commanded us to observe the washing of the hands.

[LIBBY catches Dicks eye, and gives him a thumbs up signal.  

AL
[holding a piece of matzah]

Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Who brings forth bread from the earth and commanded us to observe the eating of the Matzah.

[AL eats a bite of matzah.  DICK starts to walk back towards LIBBY – but LIBBY shoes him away.  AL then dips a small piece of horseradish in the charoset and says]

Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Who sanctified us with His commandments, and commanded us to observe the eating of the bitter herbs.

[He eats the horseradish and charoset.  DICK again starts to walk towards LIBBY and she again, this time more forcefully shoes him away.]
AL
[now making a sandwich of Matzah, with horseradish and charoset inside, says]

In remembrance of the Temple, we do as Hillel did in Temple times:  He put Matzah and bitter herbs together and ate them as a sandwich, in order to fulfill literally the words of the Torah: “They shall eat the Passover offering with Matzah and bitter herbs.

[AL eats his “Hillel” sandwich and then proceeds to eat a few additional items from the seder plate.  As he’s doing so, DICK walks back to LIBBY, ignoring her admonitions.]

LIBBY
I told you to stay away!

DICK
It’s fine.  He’s obviously pre-occupied with stuffing his face.  

LIBBY
But we’re not positioned to confuse him!
DICK
So what are we positioned for?  Separating – and therefore weakening – ourselves?  Letting his theocracy dominate us through our own fear?  

LIBBY
I told you I’m not giving up the fight – it’s just that sometimes a strategic retreat is in order.

[AL, unnoticed by LIBBY and DICK begins to march towards them]

DICK
Well there we disagree since – 

[AL now launches into the first prayer of grace after a meal, chasing them around the stage/theatre as he sings and they run from him.   During this sequence, LIBBY and DICK have the intermittent exchange that follows the text for AL’s grace.]
AL
Baruch atah Adonai Eloheinu melech ha-olam, hazan et ha-olam kulo b’tovo b’chein b’chesed uv-rachamim, hu notein lechem l’chol basar, ki l’olam chasdo.  Uv-tuvo hagadol tamid lo cahsar lanu v’AL yechsar lanu mason l’olam va-ed.  Ba-avur sh’mo hagadol ki hu zan um-farneis lakol u-meitiv lakol u-meichin mason l’chol b’riyotav asher bara.  Baruch atah Adonai, hazan et hakol.
LIBBY
Just stay with me!
DICK
Libby – this is ridiculous!  It’s the time to fight, not to run!

LIBBY
But I told you – I’m not prepared to fight in the way you want!

DICK
Well I’m not prepared to run!

[DICK peels off.  AL stays after LIBBY for a moment more, until he’s finished singing the part of grace copied above.  At that point, he returns to the seder table and LIBBY goes to where DICK is standing.]
LIBBY
I’m sorry.

DICK
Well sorry’s not good enough.  I thought we shared a vision!

LIBBY
We do – in terms of our values.  

DICK
No – it’s more than that.  And you know it.  We need to clear out the weeds of the past so that we have room to grow in the future.  

LIBBY
But you make it sound so antiseptic!  We’re talking about real people – and we’re the ones who told him you can’t be freed on the backs of other people’s suffering, right?
DICK
I’ll make this simple – you’re either signed up to fight for freedom and justice – or I’ll leave you to drown in this spiritual backwater.  

[DICK gives LIBBY a hard stare.  After a moment, she looks down and DICK storms offstage.]

[During AL’s following recitations, LIBBY: (1) first stands and sullenly listens; (2) when hearing that “I have not seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging for bread,” she marches offstage, opposite from where DICK exited; (3) then, following AL’s singing of “Eliyahu Hanavi”, she returns.]
AL
Revere the Lord, you His holy ones, for those who revere Him suffer no want.  Those who deny Him have become poor and hungry, but they who seek the Lord shall not lack for anything good.

“Give thanks unto the Lord for He is good; for His mercy endures forever.”  “You open your hand and satisfy every living thing.” “Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, and the Lord is his stronghold.” “I have been young, now I am old; and I have not seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging for bread.” “The Lord will give strength to his people; the Lord will bless his people with peace.”

[AL lifts the “third” cup of wine and says]

AL
Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, Creator of the fruit of the vine.

[AL drinks the third cup of wine.  AL then pours another, very full cup of wine, goes towards the edge of the stage where LIBBY has exited, motions to open a door, then returns to the seder table singing “Eliyahu Hanavi”]

AL
Eliyahu Hanavi, Eliyahu Hatishbi, Eliyahu, Eliyahu, Eliyahu, Ha-Gid-Adi, Bimheira v’yameinu, yavo eleinu, Im Machiach Ben David, Im Mashiach Ben David. 
“Pour out your wrath upon the nations that know You not, and upon the kingdoms that call not upon Your name; for they have consumed Jacob and laid waste his habitation.”  “Pour out Your rage upon them and let Your fury overtake them.” “Pursue them in anger and destroy them from under the heavens of the Lord!”
[LIBBY has returned during the prior recitation]

LIBBY
Destruction?  Rage?  Fury?  These are the cherished values you’re trying to pass on through your telling of this Passover story?

AL
Yes – insofar as G-d demands morality in the world – and that G-d in his judgment will punish those who try to destroy rather than sanctify his world.  

LIBBY
Wait a minute - now you're talking to me??  

AL
Why not talk?  The seder's almost over - I've fulfilled my duty.  

LIBBY
Have you really?  Can there be fulfillment in a mindless exercise?

AL
You raise an interesting question.  You were always such a bright girl.  And no - if it's mindless - rote - you haven't fulfilled your obligation.  But there's a difference between having conscious intention  - what we call Kavannah - and intellectually challenging a commandment just for the sake of intellectual confrontation. 

LIBBY
But by definition if you don't have a reasoned basis for all of this religious nonsense, it's mindless!

AL
No - no.  There I can't agree.  Reason, science, they have their place in our world.  And often they enrich our lives.  But, in the wrong hands, sometimes they destroy us, through the efficiency of their killing machines.  

LIBBY
So just because instruments of human advancement can be misused to harm we should all become luddites and move back to the caves?

AL
I'm just saying your precious reason has its limits - and if you don't recognize them, you'll be the mindless one and an idolator to boot.

LIBBY
Only according to your doctrine.

AL
No - our doctrine.  You and me - we're both Jews.

LIBBY
So that's my life sentence?  

AL
It's a sentence that informs your life.  And only punishment if you bear it as a burden.

LIBBY
But how can I not?  The ethnic pride - the forced separation - I don't have the emotional capacity to reconcile these things with all of the basic human values I've been taught to cherish.

AL
But you do.  And you must.  

LIBBY
I refuse to accept that.

AL
I suppose that's a choice you can make.  To run away in denial like your friend.  But it's an abdication.  Of the responsibility for which you were chosen as a Jew.

LIBBY
Ah yes - the chosen people.  So I see you didn't hear a thing I said earlier.  

AL
You miss the point.  Our chosenness is not elitism.  All peoples are chosen for a role in this world - and each one of us is chosen for a special role in his or her own way.  It's just that we, collectively as Jews, have been chosen to be a light unto the nations insofar as G-d's plan for our world.

LIBBY
So we revel in a Jewish story about Jewish destruction of the Egyptians?

AL
No.  We show reverence to a human story of freedom from bondage - think of any enslavement you like - and thank G-d for the gift of freedom.  

LIBBY
Clever.  Very clever.  That actually sounds almost convincingly universalistic.  

AL
Because it is.  But listen, I don't want to sugarcoat the challenges of being a Jew in the "modern" world.  We've been struggling with that question for three thousand years.  And I don't think it's any easier today than it was three thousand years ago.  But it's a struggle we have to embrace - not reject or avoid.  Judaism is about bringing G-d's glory to this world - so we have no choice but to engage as Jews in our world - however distant it may seem at times from G-d's vision.  

LIBBY

[after a moment of reflection]

So, supposing I was willing to entertain your idea of peaceful co-existence - 

AL
I didn't say it would always be peaceful - 

LIBBY
So sometimes peaceful, sometimes not co-existence of these parallel identities.  How in G-d's name do you start down that road?

AL
Why don't you begin by joining me in the fourth cup of wine.  This drinking of wine not only concludes our seder but tends to qualify as a completely legitimate, reasonable, universal and free activity for the modern woman.  

LIBBY
I suppose it couldn't hurt.

AL
Tell that to your friend with the lockjaw grip!

LIBBY
Hopefully you can forgive him for his zeal – he’s just a different kind of true believer.

AL
The forgiveness we’ll save for another holiday.  As for finishing this one, 

Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha’olam, bo’rei p’rie hagafen.

LIBBY
[after a moment of hesitation]

Amen.

[They both take a sip of wine.]

AL
Next year in Jerusalem.

THE BOOK

[CLAY is onstage.  The only prop onstage is a stand, about five feet high.  NOEMA enters carrying a book.  NOEMA circles around CLAY several times, sizing him up and admiring him.  CLAY does not appear to notice NOEMA until NOEMA speaks.]

NOEMA

[very loudly]

THIS BOOK IS FOR YOU!

CLAY

[jumping back in alarm]

Oh my G-d!

NOEMA

[adjusting his volume]

I said this book is for you.

CLAY

Who are you?

NOEMA


[holding the book out to CLAY]

I said – this book – it’s for you.

CLAY

But who are you?

NOEMA


[still holding out the book]

You know who I am.

CLAY

I do not.  

NOEMA

So you’ve already forgotten?

CLAY

I don’t know what you’re talking about.

NOEMA


[pushing the book towards CLAY]

It’s in the book.

CLAY

What’s in the book?

NOEMA

The whole story.

CLAY

What story?

NOEMA


[again pushing the book at CLAY]

Just take it.

CLAY


[reaching out to take the book]

You’re just giving it to me?

NOEMA

You have to accept it.

CLAY


[pulling back from the book]

I don’t have to do anything.

NOEMA

To receive it – you have to accept it.

CLAY

I don’t understand.

NOEMA

You don’t need to.

CLAY

Well whose book is it?

NOEMA


[again pushing the book towards CLAY]

Yours.

CLAY

Then why do I have to accept it?

NOEMA

It’s only of value if you accept it.  

CLAY

And what if I don’t?

NOEMA


[holding the book up]

It will be your ruin.

CLAY

How do you know?

NOEMA

I know.

CLAY

What did you say your name was?

NOEMA

You can’t pronounce it. 

[Holding out the book again]

 Just accept the book.

CLAY

[reaching for the book]

Well let me take a look at it.

NOEMA

[pulling back the book]

You have to accept it before you see its contents.

CLAY

How can I do that?!

NOEMA

By accepting it – before you see it.

CLAY

But that’s crazy!

NOEMA

Not accepting it is crazy.  

CLAY

But if I can’t look in it, how do I know it’s of value?

NOEMA

I told you it is.  It will bring you everything you need.

CLAY

Everything?

NOEMA

Yes!

CLAY

So what does it entitle me to?

NOEMA

Nothing.

CLAY

But you just said everything!

NOEMA

Yes – Everything you need.  

CLAY

So it gives me rights?

NOEMA

No – obligations.

CLAY

Well how does that help me?

NOEMA

It doesn’t.  It helps me.

CLAY

So why should I help you?

NOEMA

It’s your obligation.

CLAY

Says who?

NOEMA


[waving the book]

It’s in the book.

CLAY

But I don’t owe you anything.

NOEMA

You owe me everything.

CLAY

But I don’t even know you!

NOEMA

I know you.

CLAY

Let me come at this a different way – why do you need my help?

NOEMA

To repair things around here.

CLAY

Who’s to say anything’s broken?

NOEMA

Me.

CLAY

Well if you know so much, why in G-d’s name do you need my help?

NOEMA

Because in any other name won’t make a difference.

CLAY

Forget the name!  Why can’t you just fix whatever you see broken yourself?

NOEMA


[poking CLAY with his finger]

I can.  Through you.  

CLAY


[pushing NOEMA back]

So you can’t without me.

NOEMA


[poking CLAY again]

I can.

CLAY


[pushing NOEMA back]

So then why are you bothering me?

NOEMA

To help you.

CLAY

Well I don’t see how this is helpful.  


[CLAY turns to leave.]






NOEMA

But - 






CLAY


[turning back]

You won’t even let me see the book.  So how can I even tell whether it’s worth having?

NOEMA

Weren’t you there before?

CLAY

Where?

NOEMA

You’ve forgotten.

CLAY

I wasn’t even there.

NOEMA

You were there.

CLAY

I was not!  So I still don’t have any reason to take this book of yours.

NOEMA

Look at this.

[NOEMA moves his hands in small circles.]

CLAY

At what?

NOEMA

At this.

[NOEMA again moves his hands in small circles.]

CLAY

Well I saw you move your hands, if that’s what you mean.

NOEMA

That’s all you saw?

CLAY

That’s all there was!

NOEMA

So you’ve lost your vision as well as your memory.

CLAY

All I’ve lost is my patience!  I demand that you tell me why you’re here!

NOEMA

I’m apparently not for you.

CLAY

I don’t know what to say.

NOEMA


[pushing the book at CLAY]

Just accept the book.  Now! Before it’s too late for you!

CLAY

I can’t – not without seeing it first.

NOEMA

But it's for you!  All you have to do is accept.

CLAY


[pushing the book back to NOEMA]

Well I can't.  So you should keep it.  

NOEMA


[pushing the book back to CLAY]

But I don’t need it.  

CLAY

Well how would I know if I do?

NOEMA

You do.

CLAY

I don’t understand.

NOEMA

You will.  If you accept it.  But remember, it’s only yours if you do.  

[NOEMA begins walking offstage.  Before he’s offstage, he leaves the book sitting on the stand at the edge of the stage.  The lights flash off.  When the lights come back on, CLAY is cautiously approaching the stand with the book on it when RIBECCA enters and startles CLAY.  RIBECCA is on or with a bike and in biking gear and she has a second bike with her.]
CLAY

What are you doing here?

RIBECCA

What do you mean what am I doing here – I came to find you.  We were supposed to be on the road twenty minutes ago!

CLAY

Right.  Well I heard something out here, so I came to check it out.

[RIBECCA peers around]

RIBECCA

Well I don’t see much here to check out, so – 

[seeing the book]

Except that – what’s that doing out here?

CLAY

It’s a book.

RIBECCA


[approaching the book]

Thanks Sherlock.  I can see that.  But what’s it doing here?

CLAY

A man – or at least I think it was a man – brought it here – for me.  Or maybe it was for both of us.

RIBECCA


[continuing towards the book]

Well what kind of book is it?

CLAY


[stepping between RIBECCA and the book]

I’m not sure.

RIBECCA


[stepping to one side to get past CLAY]

So why did he bring it to you?

CLAY


[matching RIBECCA's step]

I’m not sure of that either – except he said I needed it.

RIBECCA


[stepping to go the other way around CLAY]

How could you need it if you don’t even know what it’s about?

CLAY


[again cutting RIBECCA off]

I don’t know – but he seemed very sure that I did.  

RIBECCA

So a guy shows up, brings you some random book, tells you that you have to have it, doesn’t explain why and then leaves.


[RIBECCA again moves towards the book]

CLAY


[again interceding]

That’s about right.

RIBECCA


[trying to sidestep again]

You realize you’re going crazy.

CLAY


[again interceding]

Actually he said something about that.

RIBECCA


[losing interest in the dance]

I’m sure.  Listen, I don’t mean to throw water on whatever you’re talking about, but if we’re going to make it to the Lobsterfest, we’ve got to get going now.

CLAY

So you think I should just leave the book here?

RIBECCA

I don’t know.  Why don’t you just take it and you can look at it later.

CLAY

Actually, he said I can’t look at it unless I accept it.

RIBECCA

Well what the hell does that mean?

CLAY

I’m not – 

RIBECCA

Sure.  I know.  So can we just get on with this?  

[Looking at her watch]

A few more minutes and you’re folks will be here.  I know you don’t want to be stuck with them all day on a beautiful Saturday like this.

CLAY

I’m just not sure I should leave the book here – what if it’s gone when we come back?

RIBECCA

So what if it is!  

CLAY

Well he said that if we take the book, we’ll have everything we need but if we don’t we’ll be ruined.

RIBECCA

Well the part about ruining the day I understand.

CLAY

What if he’s right?

RIBECCA

How would you know if he’s G-d damn right?  Do you even know who he is?  Even his name?

CLAY

He said I couldn’t pronounce it.

RIBECCA

See?  He’s just some sort of con man.  Trying to sell you something that’s worth nothing and then disappear.  

CLAY

But he didn’t say I had to pay anything for it.  

RIBECCA

This is beyond absurd – let me take a look.

[RIBECCA goes to open the book, but CLAY intercedes.]

RIBECCA

Get out of my way!  Just because you’re too afraid to look doesn’t mean I can’t!

CLAY

I told you – he said you can’t look at it until you accept it – and it is his book.

RIBECCA

If he cared so G-d damned much about the book, then why would he just leave it sitting here?

CLAY

I’m – 

RIBECCA

NOT SURE!  I know you’re not.  My G-d.  And you wonder why you’re first wife left you??

CLAY

She left because I was sleeping with you.

RIBECCA

Well the way you’re acting, it only would have been a matter of time even without me in the picture!  

CLAY

Listen – I don’t want to bring you down.  Just go ahead without me.

RIBECCA

But I don’t want to go without you!  Just take the damn book – or if you won’t do that, at least let’s look at it so we can put an end to this debate.  What’s the worst that can happen?

CLAY

What if he comes back?

RIBECCA

So just tell him you didn’t open it.  How’s he gonna know anyway?

CLAY

He seemed to know a lot.

RIBECCA

So fine.  What if he does know?  You don’t owe him anything.

CLAY

Actually he said I owe him everything.

RIBECCA

But you don’t even know him!  And we don’t need him!  We’re strong independent people.  And we have each other!  

CLAY

But what if he’s right – and that’s not enough?

RIBECCA

So you want to be dependent on someone else?  Is that it?  Forget the Lobsterfest and ruining a beautiful Saturday afternoon with your moment of insecurity.  What about tomorrow? And the day after.  How will you be able to compete befuddled with all of these questions?  And then what?  Think of how hard we’ve worked for everything we own!  That’s what’s important.

CLAY

I know but – what if there’s more?

RIBECCA

Of course there’s more!  Look at what Lucy has!  And that can be ours too – if you just stay focused and believe in yourself!  Right?

CLAY

Maybe.

RIBECCA

That’s it.  I’ve gotta go before I take this bike lock and strangle you with it.  

CLAY

Now who’s talking crazy.

RIBECCA

That’s anything but crazy if you keep up with these shenanigans.

CLAY

So go.

RIBECCA

I am – and I’m taking this with me.

[RIBECCA again goes to grab the book and this time CLAY more vigorously pushes here back.]

RIBECCA

You think you can just push me around like that?

CLAY

I don’t mean to hurt you.  I just don’t think it’s fair for us to mess with his book.

RIBECCA

So you’re assaulting me – who you know as well as anyone in the world – to protect a book that you know nothing about from someone you know nothing about.  Is that the deal?!

CLAY

I just need some time to figure out what to do with it.  Like I said, I really didn’t mean to hurt you.  I’m sorry.

RIBECCA

Oh – you’ll be more than sorry!  And don’t think you can just prance in the fields the rest of the day – since I’m gonna sick your parents on you.  Then you’ll really be sorry!

[RIBECCA rides off in a huff, kicking over CLAY’s bike in the process.  Lights flash off.  When the lights flash off back on, CLAY is just standing in front of the book, intently peering at it.  NOEMA enters, circling CLAY unnoticed, taking in different views of him, until CLAY finally does take notice of NOEMA.]
CLAY

So you came back!

NOEMA

I never left.

CLAY

Then where were you?

NOEMA

I was here.

CLAY

I didn’t see you.  






NOEMA

You noticed nothing?






CLAY

Perhaps I sensed something.  






NOEMA

Like with the strings?






CLAY

What strings?






NOEMA

Ah yes - you can't yet see the strings.  

CLAY

Are you here to take back the book?

NOEMA


[taking the book and handing it to CLAY]

It’s for you.  

CLAY


[taking the book]

If I accept it.

NOEMA

Yes.

CLAY


[handing it back to NOEMA]

I didn’t look in it.

NOEMA


[handing it back to CLAY]

I know.

CLAY

Why did you leave it here?

NOEMA

Why did you stay with it?

CLAY

I’m not sure.

NOEMA

Perhaps you’re beginning to remember.

CLAY

Or to forget.

NOEMA

Yes – the one before the other.

CLAY

It’s not easy.

NOEMA

No.  But will you accept it?

CLAY

Can you tell me how much it will cost?

NOEMA

You’ll pay with your life.

CLAY

So it’s a form of suicide?

NOEMA

Just the opposite.  In fact, the book is only for the living.

CLAY

Is it only mine or will I share it with others?

NOEMA

It’s only yours in relation to others.  

CLAY

Even those who don’t also accept it?

NOEMA

Yes.

CLAY

Will I have to work hard?

NOEMA

Very hard.  

CLAY

But I’ll be compensated?

NOEMA

With the satisfaction of doing your job. 






CLAY


[weighing the book]

Will it be a heavy burden?






NOEMA

No - it will make you light.

CLAY

Can I please just take a peek?

NOEMA

You can look.  But if you haven’t accepted it, it will mean nothing to you.

[CLAY opens the book for a moment, begins to read and then closes it.]

CLAY


[handing the book back to NOEMA]

I’m not sure why I should accept.

NOEMA

Are you sure of why you shouldn’t?

CLAY

Can’t you give me some explanation?  For why to accept?

[NOEMA takes an apple out of his pocket and throws it to CLAY.  CLAY reacts quickly and catches it.  He looks at the apple.]






CLAY

Can I -






NOEMA

Yes.  Go ahead and take a bite.

[CLAY takes a bite of the apple and chews it.  As he's doing so, NOEMA hands him a scrap of paper.  CLAY reads it.]






CLAY

A circle?






NOEMA

Precisely so.






CLAY

I still don't understand.

[NOEMA takes a mirror out of his pocket and puts it in front of CLAY.]






CLAY

So it's about me?






NOEMA

In part.






CLAY


Which part?






NOEMA

The good part - if you accept.  






CLAY

And if I don't?

NOEMA

I told you before – if you don’t, you’ll be ruined.

CLAY

But why will it be that way?

NOEMA

That’s my plan.

CLAY

So it’s just your plan?  

NOEMA

Yes.  

CLAY

But what about my plan?  I mean, if it’s going to affect me – and you make it sound like it will – then how can I know that it serves my interest?

NOEMA

You’re trying to determine if it suits your interests?

CLAY

Yes – exactly.

NOEMA

Meets the purposes for which you’re here.

CLAY

Right.  

NOEMA

And why are you here?

CLAY

I’m not sure.

NOEMA

But you know it’s to serve your interests?

CLAY

Well all I have is myself.

NOEMA

Is that right?  And who gave you to you?

CLAY

What do you mean?

NOEMA

If you have yourself, did you give yourself to yourself?

CLAY

No.

NOEMA

Then who gave you to you?

CLAY

I’m not sure what you mean.

NOEMA

It’s in the book.

CLAY

But I am for me, right?

NOEMA

Did you create yourself?

CLAY

No.  

NOEMA

You’re sure about that?

CLAY

Yes.  Quite sure about that.

NOEMA

Then how could you be here for the purpose of serving your interests?

CLAY

I think I see.  To be for myself, I would have needed to have created myself for that purpose?  

NOEMA

And if I created you.

CLAY

Did you create me?

NOEMA

Yes.

CLAY

Is that true?

NOEMA

It’s in the book.

CLAY

So it’s all in the book?

NOEMA

Yes.


[Beat]

CLAY

If it’s all in the book, then I suppose I have to have the book.

NOEMA

Yes.

CLAY

So I’ll accept – the book.

NOEMA

That’s why I brought it – for you to accept.

CLAY

So what do I do now?

NOEMA

It’s in the book.

CLAY

Just read it?

NOEMA

It’s in the book.

CLAY

So I’ll read it.

[He opens the book and NOEMA begins to exit.]

CLAY

And what should I tell her?  When she comes back?

NOEMA

It’s – 

CLAY

Right – in the book.

[CLAY now sits and begins to read.] 

TO ERR IS HUMAN

 [The play takes place in a synagogue on Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish year, during which Jews seek forgiveness from God and from the people in their lives against whom they have sinned during the prior year.  BENJAMIN and NANCY are standing next to one another in a row of folding chairs.  BENJAMIN is an older man, wearing a well-worn suit, a tallis (prayer shawl) and kippah.  NANCY is a woman in her thirties.  She is wearing a dress.  As the play begins, BENJAMIN and NANCY are holding their prayer books and singing the "Al Hait," one of the haunting, repeating prayers of the Yom Kippur services.  The prayer is being recited during the conclusion of the "Minchah" service of Yom Kippur afternoon - the sixth of the seven major services.  Jews traditionally begin a fast the prior evening, before the "Kol Nidrei" service, and continue the fast until approximately 26 hours later, following the conclusion of the "Neilah" service.]






BENJAMIN and NANCY

[singing together, in slightly different tunes and not exactly matching cadences, and striking the left side of the chest with the right fist each time the phrase "we have sinned" is said]

For the sin that we have sinned before You under duress and willingly

And for the sin that we have sinned before You through hardness of heart

For the sin that we have sinned before You without knowledge

And for the sin that we have sinned before You with the utterance of the lips

For the sin that we have sinned before You through immorality

And for the sin that we have sinned before You in public or private

For the sin that have sinned before You with knowledge and with deceipt

And for the sin that we have sinned before You through harsh speech

For the sin that we have sinned before You through wronging a neighbor

And for the sin that we have sinned before You through inner thoughts

For the sin that we have sinned before You in a session of vice

And for the sin that we have sinned before You through insincere confession

For the sin that we have sinned before You by showing contempt for parents and teachers

And for the sin that we have sinned before You willfully and carelessly

For the sin that we have sinned before You by exercising power

And for the sin that we have sinned before You through desecration of the Name

For the sin that we have sinned before You through impure lips

And for the sin that we have sinned before You through foolish speech

For the sin that we have sinned before You with the evil inclination

And for the sin that we have sinned before You against those who know and against those who do not know

[During the end of the following two lines, recited more vigorously first in English, then in Hebrew, NANCY stumbles forward and BENJAMIN catches her]

For all of these, O God of forgiveness, forgive us, pardon us, grant us atonement

Vayal kulom, elohai, sle'echot, slach lanu, mchal lanu, kaper lanu.





BENJAMIN

Are you alright?






NANCY

Yes - I'm sorry.  I'm fine - I just lost my balance.






BENJAMIN

Have a seat, take a break.






NANCY

Thank you – but, really, I’m fine.






BENJAMIN

[in a loud whisper]

Maybe a drink of water would help?  Or a piece of hard candy?  I always bring a few, just in case.  I mean, with all of the sins we commit throughout the year, one piece of candy down the final stretch of the Yom Kippur fast - how bad can that be, right?






NANCY

I'm really o.k. now.  I don't know what happened.  I guess I just got completely lost in the prayer and had my eyes closed.  






BENJAMIN

Such kavannah - intention - from one so young.  In all of my years - and there have been alot of them - I've never been able to achieve that kind of spiritual focus.  






NANCY

Don't get me wrong.  I'm no saint.  I just find - particularly by Yom Kippur afternoon, if I don't make an extra special effort to concentrate on the prayers, I go crazy thinking about eating or just finding a place to lie down.  Everyone must have some strategy to get through Minchah, right?






BENJAMIN

Ah sure.  






NANCY

So what's your secret?






BENJAMIN

You really want to know?






NANCY

That's why I asked.






BENJAMIN

Well don't think I'm just some dirty old man - 






NANCY

Hmm.  Now I'm really interested - 






BENJAMIN

- but it's the Minchah Torah portion - Leviticus 18.






NANCY

The forbidden sexual relationships?






BENJAMIN

Right.  Year in, year out, I'm always able to focus my attention on that partia, fascinated by what makes the hit list.  Like I said, not in a lewd sort of way - 






NANCY

Of course not - 






BENJAMIN

More from curiosity about what was apparently common enough practice a few thousand years ago to merit a prohibition.  Of course you've got your basic incest prohibitions - "nakedness" of your father, mother, sister, brother.  But then your daughter's daughter?  Or a woman, her daughter and her daughter's daughter -  I mean these people really were pretty wild!

[NANCY chuckles.]






BENJAMIN

Not to mention the animals.  I mean, not only does it say a woman can't "lie" with an animal - but it throws in the extra detail of saying you can't stand in front of an animal for mating.  What the heck does that mean anyway??

[NANCY again chuckles.]






BENJAMIN

And some of them just seem plain out of date.






NANCY

Like what?  The one's you're mentioning all seem sufficiently over the top, so to speak.  Not that I've ever read this partia as closely as you apparently have.






BENJAMIN  

Take for example the restriction against marrying your ex-wife's sister.  How bad can that be?  I mean, it's downright logical to like two peas from the same pod, right?  

[NANCY again stumbles and BENJAMIN again catches her before she falls to the ground.]






BENJAMIN

[in a kidding tone]

Whoa - was it something I said?  






NANCY

[with seriousness]

As a matter of fact, yes.  






BENJAMIN

Sorry.






NANCY

No, I'm sorry.  I'm not usually this much of a mess.  It's just been a long day - and frankly a very tough year, so.  






BENJAMIN

Well I'm sure I'm not making it any better with my tasteless ramblings.  On Yom Kippur no less!






NANCY

Don't worry about it.  






BENJAMIN

Old timers here know I'm not the type to help them keep their concentration, so they tend not to wander all the way back to my row.  But I guess you're new around here.






NANCY

Yes.  This is my first Yom Kippur here.  






BENJAMIN

Well if you want to return to where the rest of your family is sitting, I promise I won't be offended.






NANCY

That's alright.  I don't have any family here with me.  






BENJAMIN

So alone, just like me?






NANCY

Yep.






BENJAMIN

Do you need a place to break the fast?  If you do, you can join me at the place I go every year - lots of bagels, lox, drinks - 






NANCY

My - aren't we forward.  Do you always ask girls out on the first fast?  






BENJAMIN

[embarrassed]

Oh I didn't mean like that - really - 






NANCY

Just kidding.  Sorry for the saucy tone.  I’m just a little punchy that's all.  It's very kind of you to offer.






BENJAMIN

Well if you do want to join me, just let me know at the end of Neilah.






NANCY

Thanks.  I will and - 

[At this point, KEVIN appears at NANCY's side.  He entered unnoticed by her a few lines earlier.  KEVIN is wearing a formal, dark suit and has a kippah, but no tallis.]






KEVIN

Nancy - 

[NANCY, on hearing his voice, falls back, again aided by BENJAMIN.]






KEVIN

Are you o.k.?  






BENJAMIN

Are you kidding?  She’s been flopping around like a - 






NANCY

I'm fine.  






KEVIN

I didn't mean to frighten you - it's just that we've been looking everywhere for you.  After five synagogues, thank God we found you.






NANCY

Well congratulations – now you’ve found me.

[BENJAMIN begins reciting the Avinu Malkeinu prayer, which concludes the Minchah service.  He does so quietly in the background of the conversation between KEVIN and NANCY that ensues, all the while keeping an eye and ear on their conversation.]






KEVIN

I’m glad we at least got to you before Neilah.

[No response from NANCY, as she too joins quietly into Avinu Malkeinu.]






KEVIN

Yom Kippur's tough enough as it is, without running around to every synagogue in town.

[No response from NANCY.]






KEVIN

Not that it wasn't interesting.  I don't think I’d ever been in half of those places before.  

[No response from NANCY.]






KEVIN

Shalom Tikva was really packed - even during Minchah!






NANCY

[breaking away from her recitation of Avinu Malkeinu]

Kevin what are you doing here?

[Before KEVIN can respond, NATALIE enters.  She and NANCY look at one another.  After an awkward pause, NATALIE says:]






NATALIE

Good Yuntuv.

NANCY

Good Yuntuv.






KEVIN

I - we - came to see you.






NANCY

That much I figured out.






KEVIN

It being Yom Kippur - 






NANCY

Yes?






NATALIE

To come to ask your forgiveness.

[NANCY shakes her head in disbelief.]






KEVIN

We're serious.






NANCY

Oh - I'm sure you're serious.  Seriously insane!






KEVIN

I know it's been a hard year for everyone but - 






NANCY

[raising her voice]

Hard year for everyone?  Are you kidding?!  I mean the nerve of you two!

[Now noticing that even BENJAMIN is looking at her, surprised by the volume of her voice in services, NANCY shifts to a loud whisper.]

After what you've done to me, don't talk to me about a hard year.  Don't you even dare!






KEVIN

I know this is difficult.  But we didn't want to let the year pass, without at least trying to bridge the chasm - 






NATALIE

To try to mend the relationship.






NANCY

Hah!  Relationship!  That's a good one.  In case you've forgotten, you're the ones with the relationship, not me.  






NATALIE

This isn't easy for any of us.  But we wanted to give you the opportunity to forgive.






NANCY

Well don't look at me.  The forgiveness you should be seeking is from God.  If you hadn't noticed, you violated a commandment that's pretty high on his list.  






KEVIN

Nancy – please.  We’re not here to talk to God – at least not right now - we’re here to talk to you.






NANCY

Well maybe you should have thought about talking before the two of you ran off, leaving me to pick up the pieces!






NATALIE

It wasn’t about hurting you – 






NANCY

Wasn’t about hurting me?  My husband and my own flesh and blood sister having an affair behind my back wasn’t about hurting me?  Boy you could have fooled me!

[BENJAMIN is gives the other three a startled look, finally having figured out what's going on.]






KEVIN

Maybe we should take this discussion outside – so that we’re not disrupting anyone.  






NANCY

The not disrupting part sounds good.  Especially since we’re now at the silent Amidah.  So if you don’t mind – 






BENJAMIN

[under his breath]

‘Atta girl.

[NANCY re-focuses on her prayer book, puts her feet together, takes three steps back and then three steps forward and starts to pray]






NATALIE

[to KEVIN]

I have to step out – I’m sorry.

[NATALIE runs offstage.  KEVIN follows after her, while BENJAMIN and NANCY begin to go through the motions of praying the Amidah.  After a few moments,  KEVIN returns and stands awkwardly by as BENJAMIN and NANCY complete the Amidah prayers.]






KEVIN

So - can we please step outside and talk now?






NANCY

Kevin - I'll ask you again - why in God's name are you here?






KEVIN

Like we said before - to seek your forgiveness.






NANCY

After everything you've done - taking seven years of sacred marriage and just flushing them down the toilet - but even worse to seduce my sister - 






KEVIN

That's just not fair - 






NANCY

- and drive a wedge deep into the little bit of family I was left with after you literally screwed me over - 

[to BENJAMIN]

excuse the language - 

even with all of that, I can't believe your callousness in coming an hour before the end of Yom Kippur to ask me for forgiveness!  As if this were about your having picked a fight with me over who was responsible for doing the laundry - or about your being too impatient with my parents - or even about having a "normal" affair with some random bimbo and then coming back to your wife to whom you had promised your life!






KEVIN

Nancy - please.

[KEVIN motions to one side of the stage.]






BENJAMIN

It's interesting - even all the way back here in the provisional seats, the sound reverberates to the front of the sanctuary.  

[NANCY takes this cue and grudgingly strides over to one side of the stage, with KEVIN following her.  During this sequence, we hear BENJAMIN intermittently repeating singing of the melodic prayer which appears throughout the Chazzan's repetition of the Amidah: "Adonai, Adonai, El Racheim, v'Hanoon, Erech, Apayim, v'rav Chesed, v'Emet, Nozair Chesed La'alpheim, Nosai A'on Vafesha v'Chata'ah v'Nakai"]






NANCY

So what else is there to say?  






KEVIN

It's terribly important to Natalie that we at least try to begin to reconcile - 






NANCY

Fine - you tried.  So can you now please leave?






KEVIN

We're not asking you to accept what's happened, but - 






NANCY

"What's happened"?  As if it all just fell down on us from the heavens?






KEVIN

And I know it may feel like we're ambushing you at services, but she couldn't get you to respond to any of her calls or letters, and she really needs to talk to you.






NANCY

Right.  That's why she's not even here now.






KEVIN

She had to step away for a few minutes - to go to the ladies room.






NANCY

Well that's at least par for the course.  You know, she always was the weaker one.  Come to think of it, I don't even know if I can remember a Yom Kippur when she didn't sneak into the kitchen at some point in the afternoon to have a little snack.  She would tell us that her body just wasn't made for more than 18 hours of fasting.  Sort of like saying you can't control your animal urges, even around your own sister's husband.  






KEVIN

I'm sure she'll be back in a minute.






NANCY

At least admit, she's the weaker one.  Even if you obviously find her more attractive, more sexually exciting - at least grant me that.






KEVIN

Nancy, please.






NANCY

That's so much to ask?  C'mon Kevin - it's a layup - she's weaker!  Just look at her - ten minutes in synagogue and she's already in the bathroom chewing on bon bons in her purse.






KEVIN

Nancy - this is not for me to explain so - 






NANCY

Explain what?  All I asked is for you to acknowledge you've chosen to live out your life with the weaker strain!






KEVIN

Nancy - your sister has cancer.  






NANCY

WHAT??!

[BENJAMIN takes notice of NANCY's shout with another startled look, interrupting his prayers.]






KEVIN

I'm sorry - I didn't want to be the one to tell you but - 






NANCY

Where is she?  






KEVIN

She was in the bathroom before - vomiting - but she said she'd be back - 

[NANCY runs offstage in the same direction NATALIE had previously exited.  KEVIN and BENJAMIN exchange glances, then KEVIN also exits in the same direction.  A moment later, NATALIE enters from the opposite side of the stage.  After peering around the sanctuary, she approaches BENJAMIN.]






NATALIE

I'm so sorry to interrupt, but have you seen my sister - the woman who was standing next to you before?






BENJAMIN

She just left through that exit - 

[He motions to the side of the stage where NATALIE exited]

- and, not that it's any of my business, but it sounded like she was heading towards the ladies room to try to find you.






NATALIE

Thanks so much.

[NATALIE now briskly walks offstage opposite from where she had entered.  A moment later, KEVIN enters.  After peering around the sanctuary/stage for a moment, he approaches BENJAMIN]






KEVIN

I'm so sorry to bother you again, but did you happen to see the woman I came in with before.  Black dress, long brown hair - 






BENJAMIN

Yes, yes.  She was just here.  But I sent her back the other way, towards the bathroom, where your wife - 






KEVIN

Ex-wife - 






BENJAMIN

Then where your ex-wife headed before.






KEVIN

Thanks alot.   

[KEVIN briskly walks offstage, from the same place he had entered.  A moment later, NANCY enters from the opposite side of the stage.  She peers around in a panic, then approaches BENJAMIN.]






NANCY

I'm so sorry to be ruining your Yom Kippur this way, but - 






BENJAMIN

They both went that way.

[He motions to one side of the stage.]

And don't you worry about me.  






NANCY

Do you know if there's more than one ladies room in the synagogue?






BENJAMIN

Sure.  There are three.  But there's only one on this floor - just outside those doors and to the left.






NANCY

Right.  Thanks.

[NANCY not-so-discretely runs offstage in the direction BENJAMIN has indicated.  A moment later, NATALIE returns.]






NATALIE

Again, I'm sorry to interrupt, but you didn't happen to see my sister since - 






BENJAMIN

You people are crazy!






NATALIE

Sorry.  And yes, we are.  






BENJAMIN

I meant no offense.  It's just that each of you keeps coming by looking for the others.  So why don't you just stay here with me for a minute and I suspect the other two will find you.






NATALIE

Good idea.  

[After a moment of NATALIE fidgeting, KEVIN enters and joins NATALIE and BENJAMIN.]






KEVIN

Any sign of Nancy?






NATALIE

No - but she was apparently here not too long ago.






KEVIN

I know - I talked to her - I'll try again by the ladies room - 

[KEVIN again begins to exit, but this time BENJAMIN grabs his arm.]






BENJAMIN

Ah, ah, ah.  Not so fast.  Like I told your - 

[he motions to NATALIE at a loss for what to call her]

- friend, I think you would be best served by just staying here until your other - friend - comes back.  






KEVIN

Right.

[KEVIN and NATALIE now stand together and fidget for a moment, as BENJAMIN pretends to begin praying again.  NANCY soon appears.  BENJAMIN smiles.]






BENJAMIN

So even an old guy like me has a good idea every now and again.






NANCY

[to NATALIE]

We need to talk.






NATALIE

I know.  

[NANCY starts to walk to one side of the stage, with NATALIE following closely behind.  KEVIN starts to follow as well, but BENJAMIN again grabs his arm.]






BENJAMIN

Sometimes us men need to stand aside and let the women talk, you know what I mean?






KEVIN

But - 






BENJAMIN

Not to mention, a little prayer might not be the worst thing for you.  

[KEVIN considers this for a moment, then relents, returns to stand next to BENJAMIN, takes a prayer book and BENJAMIN helps him to find the right page.]






NANCY

He told me.






NATALIE

I'm sorry.






NANCY

For what?  It's not like getting cancer is your fault.   






NATALIE

I just wanted you to hear it from me.






NANCY

Does everyone else know?






NATALIE

Yes.  I got the diagnosis three weeks ago, but when I told Mom, Dad and Joseph, I asked them not to say anything to you until we had a chance to talk.  I didn't realize it would take this long.






NANCY

Well that's my fault.  But - hopefully you can understand.  What kind of cancer is it?






NATALIE

Ovarian.






NANCY

My God Natalie.  That doesn't sound good.






NATALIE

It isn't.  I mean, it's not like I only have two days to live, but if you're going to have cancer, it's a pretty serious cancer.






NANCY

What stage is it?






NATALIE

Stage 3.






NANCY

Jesus.  






NATALIE

But we'll be treating it aggressively.  I begin chemo next week.  And at the best place in the country for ovarian, in New York.  Even though the survival rate is usually only about 50%, I'm young, so that should help.

[NANCY embraces NATALIE.]






NANCY

How did we end up here?






NATALIE

I don't know.  Maybe it's punishment.

[NANCY breaks away from the embrace.]






NANCY

No.  That's not right.  What happened with you and Kevin, it's been awful for me - but it has nothing to do with your getting sick.  






NATALIE

Are you sure?  You think it's a coincidence I get diagnosed with ovarian cancer three weeks before Yom Kippur?  In the same year everything happened between us?!






NANCY

I refuse to see it that way.  I will not bear that guilt.  And neither should you.  It's not right - and it can't be good for your state of mind when you need to be fighting!  






NATALIE

C'mon Nancy - be honest.  I'm not a fighter.  I mean, I'll do the chemo, but I don't know - maybe with everything that's happened, it would be better if I just - you know - disappeared.






NANCY

Jesus Natalie!  Get a hold of yourself!  How can you even say such a thing!






NATALIE

I'm sorry.






NANCY

Well stop being so sorry and start thinking about how you're going to beat this thing.  I - we - don't need you to disappear.  You’re my sister for God's sakes!  And no matter what you've done - what we've done - that's not going to change.  So please just promise me you'll use every iota of strength you have to fight.






NATALIE

I will.  

[After a moment, they embrace again.]






NATALIE

Does this mean you forgive me?

[NANCY again breaks out of the embrace]






NANCY

No.  I mean, I don't know how to answer that question.  It's just alot to process right here and now.  But that shouldn't matter.  I was serious before when I said some things are between you and God.  Whatever my feelings, we'll all muddle through it.  But you've got to stop equating this illness with any issues in our relationship.  






NATALIE

Nancy - I'm so so sorry.  So sorry.  

[NATALIE starts to cry and NANCY tries to comfort her.  KEVIN, then approaches.]






KEVIN

Is everything all right?






NANCY

No Kevin - in case you hadn't noticed, nothing's alright!  






KEVIN

I just meant with you and - 






NATALIE

We're fine.  We'll be o.k.

[BENJAMIN approaches the other three]






BENJAMIN

I don't mean to interfere - but I did want to point out that we're almost at the end of Neilah - so, it's the last chance for all of us to pray to be sealed in the book of life for next year -

[both NATALIE and NANCY react]

- and be heard.  

[BENJAMIN leads the way back to the row of seats on stage.  NANCY follows helping NATALIE along.  KEVIN follows last.  When they arrive at the seats, they pick up the prayer books at the chairs, BENJAMIN helps them all find the right page, then they each begin to recite the final prayers.  As with the beginning of the play, they do so together, but not in perfect unison - and each may choice to remain silent during certain phrases as make sense for the character in question.]






BENJAMIN, NANCY, NATALIE and KEVIN

Our Father, our King, withhold the plague from your heritage

Our Father, our King, forgive and pardon all our iniquities

Our Father, our King, wipe away and remove our willful sins and errors from your sight

Our Father, our King, erase through Your abundant compassion all records of our guilt

Avinu Malkeinu, return us to You in perfect repentance

Avinu Malkeinu, send complete recovery to the sick of Your people

Avinu Malkeinu, tear up the evil decree of our verdict

Avinu Malkeinu, seal us in the book of good life

Avinu Malkeinu, seal us in the book of redemption and salvation

Avinu Malkeinu, seal us in the book of merits

Avinu Malkeinu, seal us in the book of forgiveness and pardon.

Avinu Malkeinu, hear our voice, pity and be compassionate to us

Avinu Malkeinu, accept - with compassion and favor - our prayer

Avinu Malkeinu, remember that we are but dust

Avinu Malkeinu, take pity upon us, and upon our children and infants

Avinue Malkeinu, act for your sake if not for our sake

Avinu Malkeinu, act for Your sake and save us

Avinu Malkeinu, act for the sake of Your abundant compassion

[They all sing the following rapidly - the first phrase three times, the second phrase seven times]

Shma Yisrael, Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Echad

Baruch Sheim Chvod Malchutoh Layolam Vaed

[A moment later, we hear the shofar being blown from offstage.]






BENJAMIN

[loudly, while the other three remain silent.]

Next year in Jerusalem!






BENJAMIN

So that's it.  Unless you’re one of the diehards who sticks around for Ma’ariv.






NANCY

[to NATALIE]

I'm going to call you tomorrow so that we can continue our conversation.  Is that o.k.?






NATALIE

That would be great.  Really great.

KEVIN

[to NANCY]

Thank you.






NANCY

Don't talk to me.  You just try to take better care of her than you did of me.  






KEVIN

I will, I mean - 






NATALIE

We're going now.






BENJAMIN

B'bye.  Chag Sameach.






NATALIE

Chag Sameach.  

[KEVIN and NATALIE exit.]






BENJAMIN

So you seemed to hold up alright.  After the first few stumbles, I don't think I saw another fall.






NANCY

I guess sometimes we just need to be strong - even when we feel weak.  






BENJAMIN

Well said.  Now, I don't mean to be too pushy, but you must be pretty hungry.






NANCY

That I am.






BENJAMIN

And I just wanted to remind you that you have an open invitation to join me at our community break-fast.  Do you want me to give you directions?






NANCY

I’m surprised.  I was hoping you might escort me.  That is, if it isn't too much trouble.  






BENJAMIN

Of course not!  It would be my honor.  Shall we?

[BENJAMIN very formally holds out his arm.  NANCY folds her arm into his, and they exit.]

A STEP IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION

(At the start of the play, the three principal characters are all on stage, standing in different spots, facing the audience.  The first is PAUL, a forty year old man.  He's dressed in jeans and a button down.  The second is SHIRA.  She is twenty eight and dressed in a long skirt and long sleeve blouse.  The third is NEDA.  She is forty five and dressed in slacks, a doctor's coat and a scarf around her head.  There is a fourth character, the "PLAYER," who will appear playing different roles in relation to the three main characters throughout the course of the play.  Except when engaged in dialogue with the PLAYER or when otherwise explicitly noted, the three principal characters speak out to the audience.  During the course of the play, the characters will carry on or off stage a few simple props, as indicated.)
PAUL

I was raised as a serious Catholic - you know, the Catholic branch of the Catholic faith.  And I'm not just talking about church on Sundays and taking communion.  We celebrated all of the holidays - trust me you've never even heard of half of them - and I spent a lot of other time at the church.  First I was an altar boy, then a junior acolyte.  There was a time there that I really bought it all - hell, I even thought about becoming a priest!  But by the time I was in high school, I wasn't buying it anymore.  Not like it was some big discovery on my part, but just learning more about Darwin and evolution - all of the sciences - I mean, how was I supposed to keep believing in all of the hocus pocus crap they spewed out at church?  But you're on a track.  So like a good Catholic boy, I went from my good Catholic high school in Boston to a good Catholic college, Holy Cross.  I then proceeded to meet a good Catholic girl, Molly and get her good and pregnant.  

NEDA

It was a complicated time.  On the one hand, I was proud of my family - we were a very respected family in Iran - and I was so excited to be pursuing my dream of becoming a doctor.  My training in Tehran was very demanding.  But I loved every minute of it.  On the other hand, I couldn't turn a blind eye to what was happening all around me.  The poverty was rampant.  And the corruption equally so.  I certainly didn't agree with everything being said by Khomeini and the other revolutionaries, but we did need a change.  And, as a proud Muslim, I was prepared to make some sacrifices to help.  I just didn't realize how many sacrifices would be required.  During the revolution, they shut down the medical school.  Finally, after about a year, it re-opened.  I couldn't wait to get back to my training.  When I showed back up at the hospital, they literally wouldn't admit me - they told me there was some administrative issue they had to address before it would be time for me to start back.  So what could I do?  I just went back home and waited.  Finally, after a week, I got word.  They didn't even come to me.  They told my father it would no longer be “appropriate” for me to study. 

SHIRA

Growing up in Newton, I felt comfortable as a Jew.  In fact, it's a funny way to put it, since I didn't realize growing up I would ever have to feel uncomfortable as a Jew.  So much around me was Jewish - the people, the institutions - and I don't just mean synagogues - but kosher butchers, Jewish book stores, Jewish art galleries.  It's not that I didn't know people who weren't Jewish.  But we were so firmly ensconced in our community - so I didn't feel at all threatened by the fact there were other people who had their own, different communities.  When I went off to college - just down the road at Brandeis, I obviously assumed I would feel at home as a Jew there - I mean it is one of the only Jewish universities in America.  So it was pretty ironic when I suddenly started to feel out-of-place as an observant Jew.  But that's just the way it was there.  Of course, it was fine to be Jewish.  But not very cool to actually practice Judaism.  For one thing, all of the professors were liberals who treated Jewish subjects with an academic air of disdain.  But even more importantly the other students could make you feel like an idiot for being "too Jewish."  I remember one time during my freshman year when I was waiting with some other people for a bus to take us a few miles from end of campus to the other on a Friday afternoon.  It was November, so Shabbat would be ending pretty early.  Well, the bus was late.  By the time it pulled up, I realized there would be a chance it wouldn't make the next stop before Shabbat started.  So, instead of getting on the bus, I started to walk back.  Well, one of the people standing in line with me says to his friend, loud enough so that I can hear "You see that craziness?  And you wonder why Jews get such a bad name?"  Can you believe that?  I mean, if someone who wasn't Jewish said it, they'd be crucified as an anti-semite.  Then to add insult to injury, as I was walking just ahead of the bus while the others were getting on, the Brandeis-employed bus driver honks at me twice to get out of the way.  As if I'm somehow doing something wrong by choosing to walk instead of break Shabbat!  

(PLAYER enters and approaches PAUL)
PLAYER

What??

PAUL

Dad - just relax.  These things happen.  

PLAYER

They don't "happen!"  You did this.  Jesus Paul - didn't we teach you anything during your eighteen years in our house?

PAUL

Of course you did.  But, like I said, these things happen.  It's not like I've been dealing coke or robbing old ladies at gunpoint.

PLAYER

Don't try to change the subject.  Marital intimacy is for those who have accepted the sacrament of marriage.  And what about Molly?  You don't just take advantage of a poor girl like that.

PAUL

Dad - I didn't take advantage.  We were both doing what we wanted to be doing.  Listen, I'm sorry I mentioned the whole situation to Mom and that she felt compelled to share it with you - but don't worry about it.  We have things under control.

PLAYER

Just as long as you're going to step up to your responsibility as a man and a Christian.

PAUL

Like I said, we have the situation under control.  Molly and I have made our decisions about what's best.

PLAYER

Well you should have the wedding right away - even if it's a simple ceremony.  That way, no one has to be embarrassed by a bride holding her crying baby.

PAUL

Dad - we're not getting married.

PLAYER

What?  You listen to me - no son of mine is going to raise a child out of wedlock.  Do you understand?

PAUL

We're not having a baby.

PLAYER

What are you talking about?!  You mean to tell me this whole thing is just some big joke?

PAUL

No - I mean that we're not going to have the baby.  Before you say anything else - we're only nineteen - and it's Molly's choice too - and we just decided that it doesn't make sense for us to try to bring a child into the world right now.  

PLAYER

No.  You may have screwed up once here, but I will not let you stand before God and commit the sin of murder!

PAUL

Whose God Dad?  Maybe your God, but not mine.  

PLAYER

What?!







PAUL

Forget about that - just please try to understand that we're just trying to do the best we can under the circumstances - can't you see that?

PLAYER

I'll tell you what I see - I see a boy who has abused a girl, denied his God and thinks he's just going to reject everything we've taught him and murder his own child.  But it's not going to happen Paul.  Because I won't let it!  

PAUL

(exiting)
Goodbye Dad - I'm sorry that you're so obsessed with your imaginary God that you can't even see your own real son.

(PAUL exits)
PLAYER

You wait a minute young man!  You're not just going to walk out on me!  

(PLAYER exits following PAUL)
SHIRA

(offstage in the direction PLAYER exited)
Did you hear what I said?

(PLAYER returns)
PLAYER

Sure I heard.  You're really enjoying your junior year in Israel.  And that's great honey.

SHIRA

Dad - that's not what I said.  I said I'm staying.

PLAYER

But honey - all good things have to come to an end - so that you can start the next adventure.  And you don't want to delay the start of your senior year.  Think what that would mean for your law school applications.

SHIRA

Dad - you're not hearing me.  I'm not finishing college at Brandeis.  And I'm not going to law school.  

PLAYER

So you're just going to throw away three years of college and wander around Israel like some hippie?

SHIRA

Dad - spare me the melodrama.  No, I'm not going to wander around Israel like some hippie.  First of all, I'm going to finish my degree - but I'm going to finish at Hebrew U.  I already talked to the registrar and they're going to accept almost all of my credits from Brandeis.  So I'll be able to finish there just as quickly as I would have here.  And then I'll find work there.  

PLAYER

But who do you have to be with there?  As much as I like your Uncle Myron, one family doesn't make a community.

SHIRA

But Dad - the whole country is my community!  You should be happy for me - making aliyah is the greatest thing a Jew can do.  And you shouldn't worry - there are so many things and people there to support someone making aliyah.  I'll be fine - I promise.

PLAYER

It all sounds great - really.  But aren't you being a little bit rash?  I mean, spend the time in Israel - of course - like you said, it's your birthright - and it's important for all of us as Jews to have a strong connection to Israel.  But your home is here - and even if you're Mom is no longer with us, I'm still here, and your brother - 

SHIRA

Dad - this isn't about Mom.  And, frankly, as someone who's instilled pride in me from the time I was a little girl about being Jewish, I'm surprised that you're not being more supportive.  Don't you see?  Israel is the only place where a Jew can truly feel free to be a Jew?  

PLAYER

Well that's not exactly true Shira - I mean, it's not as if we don't have religious freedoms here.

SHIRA

But that's not what I'm talking about.  I'm talking about being able to walk down the street on Shabbat and have people smile at you and greet you, rather than driving by and honking at you to get out of the way.  I'm talking about having the entire country stop to celebrate Purim.  And I'm talking about having a place where Jews can create a beautiful, sanctified country that becomes the light unto the nations we're supposed to be.

PLAYER

So this is what I get for sending you to private day school all those years.

SHIRA

Ha ha.  

PLAYER

I'm sorry.  It's just coming to me as a bit of a surprise.

SHIRA

(exiting)
Well I'll give you some time to adjust.  I have to go pack up some more stuff.

(PLAYER follows SHIRA offstage)
NEDA

(in the direction PLAYER exited)
It's only for two years.

(PLAYER re-enters)
PLAYER

Please Neda - stop talking this nonsense.  It will only give you a headache.

NEDA

But it's not nonsense.  I'm going to do it.  

PLAYER

I know you're upset.  But Iran has changed, and we have to change with it.  If that means you take on a role more appropriate for a woman, then that's God's will.

NEDA

Daddy - you know that's not right.  You were the one who encouraged me all those years to work hard in school and then to become a doctor.  And to come so close and then have the rug pulled out from under me - I just can't accept that.

PLAYER

But you have to - that's the whole point I'm trying to make.

NEDA

But I don't.  Like I told you, I can finish my degree in America and then maybe things will change enough here so that I can come back and practice in Tehran.  

PLAYER

So you'll just travel to America, with your school book English and you expect someone to take you in their American medical school?  Why torture yourself with these fantasies?

NEDA

It's not a fantasy.  I've already been in contact with an American university - one of the greatest ones there - Harvard - and they've told me I can complete my training there.

PLAYER

Are you crazy?  What if someone saw your letters?

NEDA

It was only one letter from me and one from them.  Uncle Feroz helped me from his office.

PLAYER

All it takes is one letter!  Anyway, how will you leave the country?  For America of all places!

NEDA

I'll go to France.  Uncle Feroz said he can get me a visa to travel there to visit Shabouh.  Then I can go to Boston from Paris.  

PLAYER

I don't know what to say.

NEDA

Just say you understand.  Daddy - please.  I don't know what I'll do if I can't finish me degree.  And then I'll come back to you and mummy.  I promise.  But I have to try.  Oh Daddy - I have to at least try!

PLAYER

Let me get your mother - maybe she can talk some sense into you.  

(PLAYER exits.)
NEDA

Notwithstanding my parents' handwringing, I made it to America - and didn't look back.  In some ways, it was the most difficult time of my life - speaking in a new language, competing with brilliant students and all the while being apart from my family and everything I had grown up with.  But it was a glorious time.  I finished my degree and found a residency right in Boston, in internal medicine.  And America - well I fell in love with being there.  It may sound hoaky - but coming from post-revolutionary Iran, it truly was the home of the free.  You don't even notice it until you've left, but not having to constantly worry about who's listening to your conversations or watching what you're doing lifted an immense burden from my shoulders.  And being in a place where women are respected not just as mothers and wives - but as capable of becoming whatever they want to be.  And I didn't even have to sacrifice my religious beliefs in the process.  I could be a proud Muslim - and I was - and a professional woman at the same time.  In my third year of residency, I met Osama - he was also in internal medicine.  We got married the next year and bought a little house in Needham.  Of course I missed my family.  But with the money we were making and the relaxed travel restrictions, I was able to fly my parents to us for two weeks every year and go to them for a week.  The years flew by - growing our practices, having our son, Nasim, and then our daughter, Mitra.  Then came 9/11.  

(PAUL enters.)
PAUL

I didn't talk to my Dad for two years after that.  Even then, we only stayed in periodic contact.  Molly and I didn't last.  It's hard going through an abortion - and I think it was especially tough on us, what with the whole Catholic thing.  But we weren't right for each other, so it's good we didn't try to hang on just for the sake of hanging on.  By the time I graduated, I felt a little unhinged - disconnected from my family, just having ended my first serious relationship, feeling really alienated from the faith that had surrounded me up until then and just not knowing what I was going to do.  But then the fog lifted.  I started working as a staffer at a community center in Cambridge and got my own little studio apartment not far from Central Square.  I suddenly felt so - well, liberated.  I could do whatever I wanted to do, whenever I wanted - and I didn't have to deal with all of that Catholic noise that had been holding my head hostage.  Those first few years on my own were the best years of my life.  Having a job was cool and I was having a great time palling around with buddies - some all the way back from high school, some from Holy Cross and some I met along the way in Cambridge.  But then everyone started pairing off.  I had had some girlfriends - even one serious one, Marjorie, who really wanted to tie the knot - but I guess I just wasn't ready.  Anyway, I woke up at the age of 35 with no relationship, a dwindling circle of friends, the same old studio apartment and a dead-end job.

(PLAYER enters in a policeman's hat and approaches NEDA.)
PLAYER

So when you came out this morning, you found it just like this - forty burned stakes spelling "Go Home Terrorists"?

NEDA

Yes - but the stakes were still burning when we found them.

PLAYER

And you didn't see or hear anyone during the night or morning before you found this?

NEDA

No.

PLAYER

What about your husband and children?

NEDA

They weren't here.  They're away at a retreat.  

PLAYER

What kind of retreat?

NEDA

It's through our Mosque.

PLAYER

Hmm.  What do they do at the retreat?

NEDA

It's a religious event.  It has nothing to do with this.

PLAYER

That may be - but I'll need more information about it.  Did anyone else know about this "retreat"?

NEDA

No - I mean, of course people in our community - but - 

PLAYER

This community?

NEDA

No - I mean our religious community.

PLAYER

Did anyone in your neighborhood know?

NEDA

Our son may have mentioned it to one of his friends, but - I'm sure that had nothing to do with this horrible act.

PLAYER

Have you or your family been involved with other Muslim activities?

NEDA

Yes, of course - we're Muslims.  But that doesn't make us terrorists!

PLAYER

I understand.  But I don't know enough about how you people operate to know how your activities may have provoked this incident.

NEDA

"You people?"  I've been an American citizen for fifteen years!

PLAYER

You know what I mean.

NEDA

Unfortunately, I do.

(They stare at one another for a moment.  When SHIRA begins speaking, PLAYER exits.)   

SHIRA

Making aliyah was the greatest moment of my life.  I felt so important - like I personally was helping to fulfill the mission of the Jewish people throughout history.  I remember the moment I de-planed at Ben Gurion airport in Tel Aviv on that first trip back to make aliyah.  Just like the religious people I had seen before, I literally got down on my knees and kissed the ground.  And the high continued for the first year, while I was living in a center with a bunch of other young people who had made aliyah and still going to school.  But then things got a little tougher.  I really missed my family.  And, once I graduated from Hebrew U., I didn't exactly know where I fit in.  In some ways, it was like Brandeis all over again, since there was so much hostility between the religious communities and the secular communities.  I wanted to continue to be observant, but wasn't so religious that I would fit in Me'a Sha'arim or one of the super orthodox areas.  But just like everyone does, I eventually found my way.  I got a job with the Jewish Agency For Israel, helping administer programs for students making aliyah, just like I had.  And during the next couple of years, I got more and more comfortable.  More comfortable with my Hebrew, more comfortable with Israeli attitudes, even more comfortable with the whole muddled melting pot of religious Jews and secular Jews, Sabras and transplants, Western immigrants, Russian immigrants and Ethiopan immigrants, Jews, Israeli Arabs and Palestinians.  Then the second intifada began.  And with it, my whole fantasy of freedom started to melt away.  With bombs going off on Ben Yehuda and Jaffa Street, suddenly it wasn't safe to go to the cafes or ride the buses.  Even so, we all tried to stick to our daily routines.  We couldn't let the terrorists keep us locked in our homes - that's what they wanted.  And so life went on.  We were just more careful.  I rode my bike to and from work - that way I didn't have to take the buses.  Except for one day when my chain broke and I had to leave the bike at the shop.  Two bus rides - one going to my office and one coming home - what are the odds I would find my way on to a bus with a homicide bomber?

(SHIRA, with help as necessary, carries a bench on stage, and then lies down in it.  PLAYER enters, with a clipboard, and approaches SHIRA.)
PLAYER

The final thing I want to check are your eyes.  This is very simple – just try to keep them open even if the light seems very bright.

(PLAYER shines a light in her eyes and then inspects them.)
PLAYER

O.k.  Good.  Everything appears to be in working order.

SHIRA

(sitting up)
Right.  Everything except the forty holes in my head.

PLAYER

You mean pins.

SHIRA

Yes pins.  But the pins are filling holes.  

PLAYER

Actually, that’s not true.  The pins are there to stabilize bone and tissue.  But they’re not actually in holes.

SHIRA

However you want to describe it, I now have forty openings in my head being held together by pins.

PLAYER

The good news is that you came through all of the procedures fine.  And you were lucky.  If you had been even a foot closer to the homicide bomber, well – 

SHIRA

I can’t say I feel very lucky.

PLAYER

Just give it some time.  Your body’s already recovering, your mind is, thank God, intact and your spirits will improve.

SHIRA

I wish I shared your confidence.

PLAYER

You have been coming in for your counseling, haven’t you?

(He looks at his chart)
Three times a week with Ronit?

SHIRA

Yes.  

PLAYER

Well give that time too.

SHIRA

I will.  But in the meantime, I can’t get through a night without nightmares about the bombing.  It’s funny.  I know some people forget everything from the shock – but I can see and feel every detail.  The location of the sun in the sky, the warm temperature of the air, the scratches on the bus stop. And then as I take a step on to the bus, the older woman standing in front of me, him, his face, the blank expression and then – 

(She puts her head in her hands.   PLAYER tries to comfort her.)
PLAYER

I know it’s difficult to live with those memories.  But you have to move past them.

SHIRA

I’d like nothing more!  But how?  Leave Jerusalem?  Or the country?  

PLAYER

I’m afraid that may not make the difference.

SHIRA

So what are you suggesting?

PLAYER

It seems to me you need to redefine the experience.  

SHIRA

Meaning what?

PLAYER

Have you been back to the bus stop?

SHIRA

Are you crazy?

PLAYER

I just don’t see how you can displace the memories from your trauma with new images if you don’t give yourself a chance to re-create your relationship to what are otherwise benign spaces.

SHIRA

There’s no way I am ever getting on another bus  - here or anywhere else.

PLAYER

Then what about just going to the bus stop?

SHIRA

So I can be standing there when the bus with the next suicide bomber drives up?

PLAYER

For starters, you could go when no buses will be there. 

SHIRA

As if they show up on schedule?

PLAYER

I mean on a holiday – when they’re not running.  






SHIRA

I try to be in shul on the holidays.






PLAYER

But the stop is walking distance to where you live, right?






SHIRA

It is. 






PLAYER

So then you could walk there for a few minutes after shul, right?

SHIRA

I don’t know.  I mean, I appreciate the suggestion – I just don’t know if I can handle going there.  

PLAYER

You can.  You just need to show a little trust in yourself – and the almighty.  Check with Ronit.  If she agrees, you’ve got a bunch of holidays coming up to choose from.  

(PLAYER exits.  PAUL enters and sits next to SHIRA on the bench for a moment.  They don’t acknowledge one another.  SHIRA gets up and exits in the direction that PLAYER had exited.  PLAYER then re-enters from the opposite side of the stage, brings a chair next to the bench where PAUL is sitting and sits down in the chair.)
PAUL

I feel like I’m just going in circles.

PLAYER

Can you tell me more about that feeling?

PAUL

But that’s just it – I’m sick of talking about it, thinking about it, literally sick.

PLAYER

Sick?  What types of symptoms are you experiencing?

PAUL

I just mean clinically depressed – which you know.

PLAYER

I was just making sure there was nothing else going on.

PAUL

But isn’t that the point?  There is nothing going on.  I’m so God-damned isolated.  At this point, I feel like I don’t talk to anyone but you!

PLAYER

That’s not exactly true.  What about your co-workers?  And you’re still in touch with your mother, right?

PAUL

Neither of those count, for what I’m talking about.  

PLAYER

But Paul – you have friends.  And you know you’re capable of getting out and meeting new people.

PAUL

But I’m too damned depressed to ever feel like going out!  Don’t you see the circle??

PLAYER

I do – and I understand your frustration.  But you have the power to re-define that circle.  And, to use your metaphor, start moving in a more linear direction.

PAUL

Do I?  How can you say that, after the eighteen months we’ve been hashing through the same crap?  And no disrespect to you, but, as you know, I’m feeling worse now than when we started.  

PLAYER

But that’s understandable.  Since you’re finally bringing to the surface the deeper issues that underlie so many of your feelings and beliefs.

PAUL

Great.  So now I’ve got a birds-eye view of all of my crappy feelings about myself and my relationships.  Now what?  

PLAYER

Now I think we just need to continue to work on re-framing how you’re seeing these “crappy” assumptions.  

PAUL

You make it sound so easy.  But you know it’s not.

PLAYER

I know.  But we just have to get started in the re-framing process and see where it takes us.  

PAUL

Fine.  Then where in God’s name do we start?

PLAYER

You just said it yourself.

PAUL

Huh?

PLAYER

You can re-answer the question more explicitly.  Where would you like to start?  

PAUL

I guess with my father.

PLAYER

Which father?

PAUL

O.k.  I get it.  The Catholic shit.

PLAYER

I wouldn’t have exactly put it that way, but yes.  Not that I want to diminish your feelings around your relationship with your father, but I do see those feelings so bound up with your conflict over your religious faith – 

PAUL

- or lack thereof –

PLAYER

- yes, as I said, conflict – that I think it makes sense to start there.

PAUL

Fine.  So what exactly am I supposed to do to resolve a conflict that’s apparently been plaguing man for several thousand years.

PLAYER

 We can start by moving from the general to your specific feelings.  Let’s not worry about the rest of the world for the moment.  And to get even more particular, can’t you tell me – what’s the one word you keep coming back to in these sessions to describe what you lack?  What’s missing?

PAUL

Commitment?

PLAYER

Right.  

PAUL

But haven’t we been down this road already?  I get that my desperate need to separate from my father and all of the Catholic constraints that I associated with him may have led me to be super wary of new attachments.

PLAYER

Very good.

PAUL

But we also know that knowing that hasn’t made a damn bit of difference in terms of how I feel.

PLAYER

Well so how about trying to go beyond that intellectual understanding to more integrated action.  In this case, learning to accept the ambiguities and conflicts in your relationships to Catholicism – and your father – without throwing completely overboard the relationships.

PAUL

What – so you want me to become a priest?

PLAYER

Is that of interest to you?

PAUL

You really are crazy!

PLAYER

Actually, I had in mind a different kind of experience.  Immersive, but not quite so dramatic.

PAUL

The suspense is killing me.

PLAYER

Well, you’ve talked about wanting to take a trip abroad – and using your so-called “guilt” money from your father’s will to pay for it –

PAUL

Yes – 

PLAYER

- So how about taking a trip to Vatican City?  You could experience several dimensions of Catholicism – historical, artistic – and religious – but from the distance of a visitor.

PAUL

No way.  I’m just not going there – so to speak.

PLAYER

It was just an idea.  

PAUL

So that’s it?  We’re at a dead end again?

PLAYER

Absolutely not.  In fact, along the same lines, I have a second possibility – Jerusalem.

PAUL

Jerusalem?

PLAYER

So just go a step beyond what you feel are constraints in your Catholicism, back towards a more universal set of Christian foundations.  

PAUL

I gotta hand it to you – these are pretty out there ideas.

PLAYER

I’m just trying to respond to your frustration with some equally intense opportunities for catharsis.

PAUL

I don’t know.  I mean, I’ve only got one bullet to blow with this trip thing, and it’s not like I’m gonna get a lot of R&R in Jerusalem.

PLAYER

Think about it.  There’s no rush - other than the urgency in how you’re feeling.

(PLAYER gets up, exits one side of the stage and then returns from the other and approaches NEDA.  NEDA is folding a shirt in a small suitcase that she's collected from just offstage.)
PLAYER

So are you all packed?

NEDA

Almost.

PLAYER

And what time do we need to leave for the airport?

NEDA

We should be on our way in the next few minutes.

PLAYER

I'm sorry we haven't had much time to process things.

NEDA

Process what?  Osama - someone - the people we live with - burned stakes into our front yard - and called us terrorists!  What's to process?  We're not welcome here anymore - isn't that fairly clear?

PLAYER

Neda, please.  This is difficult for all of us - but I don't see why we have to jump to broad generalizations that just validate what a few sick kids - or whoever did this - wants us to think.

NEDA

You act like this is the first incident.  What about all the looks I get walking through the hallways with a hijab on my head?  Or the time we got stopped at security at the airport flying to Washington?  I don't want to overreact - not that I see how you can overreact to this heinous a thing.  But I don't want to ignore reality either - and the fact is that America has changed since 9/11 - and, frankly, we're not as welcome here.  Just because of what we look like, where we came from and our religious faith, we're automatically suspects.  Just look at the questions the police officer was asking me.

PLAYER

I'm not going to argue that things aren't different.  They are.  But this too shall pass.  As soon as things quiet down on the world stage, everything will return to normal here as well.

NEDA

I've got news for you - things aren't going to quiet down - they're only going to get worse.  Regardless of our politics, Al Quaeda and all of the other "radical" groups are going to keep doing what they're doing, until they've been incorporated into the mainstream politics of the Middle East, just like what Arafat's accomplished in Palestine.

PLAYER

So it may be a little while - that just requires some patience on our part.

NEDA

A little while?  I'm talking about a process that could take fifty years - during which, we'll continue to be viewed as threatening outsiders and Mitra and Nasim will grow up feeling like aliens.

PLAYER

I just don't see it that way.  But even if you're right - what would you propose we do?  Move back to Iran?

NEDA

Yes.

PLAYER

You can't be serious! 

NEDA

I am serious.  Iran - or at least somewhere in Europe.  We need to be in a place where we can be proud of who we are.  

PLAYER

But think of everything we have here - all that we've created during the past twenty years - you're ready to walk away from all of that?

NEDA

It's not what I would have wanted.  But the world is choosing sides - and I don't want to live somewhere where we're considered enemies. 

PLAYER

With you feeling this strongly, are you sure you shouldn't cancel the trip to Jerusalem?  

NEDA

I can't.  As crazy as it is to go all that way for a conference, I made a commitment to them and I'm not going to ask them to try to find another keynote speaker - even under these circumstances.  Anyway, given my state of mind, it will be good to be in a place where people are at least honest about who's a friend and who's an enemy.

PLAYER

That's what concerns me.  

(NEDA picks up her suitcase and exits, with PLAYER following her.)
(SHIRA very tentatively approaches the bench, on which PAUL had last been seated.  She takes a seat on the bench, but continues to look around, back and forth.  NEDA approaches her from behind.)
NEDA

Excuse me - 

(SHIRA jumps)
SHIRA

I'm sorry - you frightened me.

NEDA

What do I look like - a terrorist?!

(SHIRA literally falls off the bench)
NEDA

Well I'm not!

SHIRA

(after taking a moment to collect herself)
I'm sorry - it's just - .  Anyway, did you have a question?  

NEDA

I was simply wondering if the bus will be here soon.

SHIRA

God no!  

NEDA

Well this is a bus stop, isn't it?

SHIRA

Yes, but -  

NEDA

So it's not unreasonable for me to think that a bus might be coming here, is it?

SHIRA

Of course not.  It's just that it's a holiday today - Sukkot - so I'm absolutely certain that the bus isn't coming to this stop today.  

NEDA

Then why, might I ask, are you waiting her?

SHIRA

Like I said - it's a long story.  I was in an accident here - a bombing actually.

NEDA

Oh my.  I'm - sorry.

SHIRA

That's o.k.

NEDA

I didn’t mean to be sharp with you before – I just didn’t understand.

SHIRA

That’s alright – how would you?  I suppose I look o.k. physically.  But my doctor thought it would help me emotionally if I came back - and I was only comfortable coming on a day when the bus wouldn't be coming.  It's crazy, I know, but - 

NEDA

No - I understand completely – I’m a physician myself.  And again sorry if I was rude before - I'm just a little jetlagged.

SHIRA

Where did you fly in from?

NEDA

Boston - in the U.S.

SHIRA

What a coincidence - I'm from Boston too.  

NEDA

Really - what part?

SHIRA

Newton, originally.  

NEDA

I live in Needham.  And, to tell the truth, you do look a little familiar.  You weren't in Dr. Reed's family practice, were you?

SHIRA

No - our family doctor was Dr. Weiss.

NEDA

That's it!  Dr. Weiss is also one of my partners.  I must have seen you in his office at some point.

SHIRA

Small world.

NEDA

Yes.  It is.  So what brings you to Jerusalem?

SHIRA

I live here now - I moved over a few years ago.

NEDA

I see.

SHIRA

But boy do I miss Boston.  The falls and springs.  

NEDA

It is beautiful there.

SHIRA

And, living in the midst of so much conflict, it would be nice to be back in a place that's so open - safe - where everyone's not at everyone else's throats.  

NEDA

You'd be surprised.

SHIRA

Trust me, however out-of-control Bostonians can get, it's nothing like here.

NEDA

As someone who just had forty wooden stakes burned into their yard, it feels pretty rough to me.

SHIRA

What?

NEDA

I'm sorry - with what you've apparently been through, it doesn't compare.

SHIRA

Someone put stakes in your yard and burned them?

NEDA

Yes.  To spell out "Go Home Terrorists."  

SHIRA

Oh my God.

NEDA

America's maybe not as open as when you left.  Still pluralistic, by necessity - but not so accommodating these days for anyone who's Muslim - or looks Arabic.  

SHIRA

That sounds awful – almost hard to believe.

NEDA

Tell me about it.

SHIRA

But, hopefully things will change back to normal there pretty soon, once all the craziness over here recedes.

NEDA

You sound just like my husband back in Boston.

(PAUL enters from behind the bench)
PAUL

Excuse me - I couldn't help overhearing - but are you from Boston?

NEDA and SHIRA

Yes.

PAUL

That's great.  'Cause I'm feeling a little out of place here, and, even though people speak English, I'm having trouble understanding some of the accents.

NEDA

As perhaps they're having trouble understanding yours.

PAUL

Good point.  Anyway, I'm trying to get to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in the Old City, and this bus schedule says I should be able to catch a bus from here there.  Do you know if the bus is coming anytime soon?

SHIRA

Definitely not.

PAUL

That's strange.  The schedule said it should have been here ten minutes ago.  I’ve been waiting over there for the last twenty minutes and haven’t seen any buses at this stop.  Do they usually run this late?

NEDA

They're not running since it's apparently a holiday.

PAUL

What holiday?

SHIRA

The Jewish holiday Sukkot.  

PAUL

Huh.  I'm not familiar with that one.

SHIRA

It's one of the harvest festivals that marked the ingathering of the crops.  It's also associated with the years the Jews wandered in the desert after the exodus from Egypt - and as the holiday that follows the day of repentance, Yom Kippur.  

PAUL

Yom Kippur I’ve heard of.  So this Sukkot - it's a somber holiday?

SHIRA

No - in fact, it's supposed to be a joyful one.  Rejoicing the completion of the harvest, in agricultural terms, and the completion of repentance in spiritual terms.

PAUL

Well it's good someone has something to be happy about.

SHIRA

Fortunately, we all have things to be thankful for.

PAUL

I suppose you don't really know that until you know what holes someone's trying to fill on the inside.

SHIRA

As someone who has forty little pins filling forty little holes in my head, I feel pretty confident that no matter the holes someone's trying to fill, there are still things to rejoice.

NEDA

Holes in your head, holes in my yard, holes in his inside - you'd think it was the season for holes!

PAUL

Not to ask a stupid question, but, if there's no bus coming, then why are you two waiting here?  

SHIRA

It's a long story.  

PAUL

But there's definitely no bus coming?

SHIRA

No.

PAUL

Oh well.  I guess I can try to catch a cab - do I need shekels or do the cabbies take dollars?

SHIRA

Actually, if you're going to the Old City, we're not very far from the Jaffa Gate.

NEDA

Really?  That's where I need to be for my dinner.  

SHIRA

I could walk you both over there, if you'd like.

PAUL

Gee - that would be great.  

NEDA

Will it take long to walk?

SHIRA

Only about fifteen minutes.  

NEDA

Then lead the way.  
PAUL

Count me in too.  And now maybe you can tell me more about what’s so great to appreciate out there.

SHIRA

Well, for starters, the Red Sox finally won a World Series, right?  And don’t think some of us weren’t praying for that over here.

PAUL

A ha!  I knew there was some divine intervention involved in that Yankees series!
(The three exit together.)
(END OF PLAY)
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