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[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 fucked 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.]

[END OF PLAY]
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