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Synopsis

"Step In The Right Direction" tells the story of three people, all struggling to integrate their relationships to faith, family and community in a world too often defined by difference and division.

(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.  

(The three begin to exit.)

PAUL

And now maybe you can tell me more about what's so great to appreciate out there.

SHIRA

Well, for starters, the Sox finally won the World Series, right?

(END OF PLAY)
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