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CHARACTERS

Jacob Stern  . . . . . age 66, dominate, charming, patriarch, Yiddish/American actor.

Regina Stern . . . .  age 63, matriarch, attractive former actress, quietly forceful, humane

Heshie Stern . . . .   age 60s, Jacob’s impish, irreverent brother, retired actor, cab driver

Rose  . . . . . . . . . . . age 35, the Stern’s oldest daughter and an actress

Lily . . . . . . . . . . . .  age 31, the middle daughter and an actress

Iris . . . . . . . . . . . . . age 27, the youngest daughter and an actress

Rabbi Weiss . . . . . .age 65, neatly dressed, black hat worn indoors, outspoken 

SETTING    (New York City, 1937 to 1940)
SCENE I & II -     A midtown Manhattan hotel suite in the theatre district, March 1937.

SCENE III -        Same hotel suite, June 1937
SCENE IV           A cemetery, November 1937
SCENE V -            A decrepit Jewish nursing home, early winter 1939.

SCENE VI  -         A poor, old synagogue, late Sept. 1939

SCENE VII -        An undisclosed location, late Oct. 1939

SCENE VIII -       The Staten Island Ferry, March 1940

SCENE ONE

(AN UPSCALE HOTEL SUITE WITH
 WIDE, TALL WINDOWS, ALCOVES AND A GREAT HISTORICAL FEEL)



JACOB

Are you sure our daughters are coming today?


REGINA

Yes.


JACOB

I read my obituary and it was dated today, Regina.

                                 (REGINA SIGHS, BUT  NOT FOR JACOB)

The paper used to be a lovely thing to read.  Darling?


REGINA

Are you talking to me?


JACOB

No, I’m talking to this creature without a job.


REGINA

Your brother is asleep.


JACOB

He’s not my brother.


REGINA

Since when?


JACOB

Since I found out that my father was not his father.  


REGINA

That’s hearsay.


JACOB

Exactly.   What I hear is what I say.   Wake him up.   Please.


REGINA

Heshie doesn’t like to be shaken.


JACOB
I didn’t ask you to shake the boychek.   He’s not a martini.

REGINA

He doesn’t drink.

J


JACOB

Kick him.  Slap him.   Just wake up the old bastard.

REGINA

He has a weak heart, Jacob.


JACOB

And I don’t?   Who carries this family?


REGINA

And who will bury this family?
      (HANDING HIM SOME OPENED MAIL)

You’re getting reams of fan letters crying about your retirement.


JACOB

My agent leaked the news.

REGINA

I can’t stand Sol.  Always throwing touring jobs at your feet.


JACOB

You know, I am not impressed with this “fancy” Manhattan suite.


REGINA

I did not pick it.


JACOB
You did.


REGINA

Sol Glickman picked it and the Plaza Hotel, it’s not.


JACOB

The Plaza doesn’t admit Jews.


REGINA

They only let in some Jews who masquerade.  Like Sultzberger who owns the  goyisher New York Times.


JACOB

I will never masquerade.  I have the stripes of a tiger and . . . 

REGINA

And the mane of a hemisher lion.   But you won’t wear your hat or a yarmulke in the lobby.

JACOB

There’s little kosher in this farshtinkener modern world.  Am I right or am I wrong?  

REGINA

I don’t know.   


JACOB

For Christsakes, it’s Purim!


REGINA

Don’t mention Christ in my presence please.


JACOB

Excuse me!  You used to like all Jewish young men with beards.


REGINA

Only if they have feminine chins.  

JACOB

Christ was very feminine.   I don’t trust all of our daughters, Regina.

REGINA

Oy, why don’t you keep reading to me from the paper?


JACOB

The Times is not the Herald Tribune


REGINA

I’m waiting.


JACOB

It’s very important to maintain the proper mood after I just broke wind.



(CAREFULLY FOLDS THE NEWSPAPER)

In Germany, some famous Jewish businesses have closed abruptly.



REGINA

And this doesn’t happen in New Jersey?



JACOB

We’re talking about the Schneiders and the Kleins and the Steinways.



REGINA

The Steinways make the classy pianos, yes?



JACOB

Grand pianos, yes.  Who the hell do you know in New Jersey?



REGINA

Why are you getting so irritable?


JACOB

What?


REGINA

You’ve three wonderful sons-in-law and you treat them like grocery boys.



JACOB

Not true.  Grocery boys I tip.   But mishpucha?   I tease them.



REGINA

You torture them.



JACOB

So?  



REGINA

Moishe Kapoyr!



JACOB

I’m not standing on my head.



REGINA

Yet it all comes out backwards.



JACOB

My head is not my ass.  



REGINA

Your head is up your ass.   And you’re too strict to your children.


JACOB

Moishe Kapoyr! You married the wrong Jacob, Regina.

This Jacob will never make you happy enough.



REGINA

And which Jacob would have, my darling?    



JACOB

Mr. Jacob Adler, the first King of Yiddish Theatre.   



REGINA

Jacob Adler’s dead ten years . . . 



JACOB

Eleven.  Yet his star outshines mine. 



REGINA

There are big kings and little kings.



JACOB

This little king brought you into the limelight.



REGINA

True.   But such fame is not happiness.



JACOB

We are happy.  Admit it.   We laugh.  We sing.  We used to dance.   Who doesn’t compare us to the Adlers and the Lunts?



REGINA

Which means bubkes to me.



JACOB

You have your vanity too.   You dye your hair and still own five wigs, while I only have one decrepit toupee from Hong Kong.


(GENTLY LAUGHING)


JACOB

Why did you marry me?



REGINA

My father made me.



JACOB

Your father had issues with me.



REGINA

You think maybe I married you for sex?



JACOB

Of course!



REGINA

We haven’t had sex since the Hindenberg crashed.



JACOB

Not true.



REGINA

Oh, it’s very true.



JACOB

Are you blaming the crash on me?  



REGINA

Naturally!



JACOB

That was last year.  



REGINA

1937.



JACOB

Are you saying perhaps I make love like a zeppelin?



REGINA


(SWEETLY)

No, but you pass gas like a dirigible. 


(SMILING)

Read from your precious newspaper before company comes.



JACOB


(READING)

Hitler is making rancid speeches. 



REGINA

Gas is gas.   



JACOB

Kaiser wrote a play called GAS.  



REGINA

Should I care?   It’s a distasteful title.  And I wish you wouldn’t wear that old schemata.


JACOB


(POINTING TO A SLEEPING HESHIE)

He sleeps like a bear.   And you sleep when I’m on stage.



REGINA

I count my blessings.



JACOB

“O sleep!  O gentle sleep!

Nature’s soft nurse, how have I frighted thee,

That thou no more wilt weigh mine eyelids down

And seep my senses in forgetfulness?”



REGINA

Henry IV?



JACOB

Very good, Regina.   An education this sharp can’t be bought.


(PAUSE)

They’re late!  Are you sure our daughters are coming?



REGINA


(SWEETLY)

Yes, or I’ll break their little necks.



JACOB


(AFTER EACH STATEMENT, HESHIE SAYS ‘OY’)

My bad dreams.  The Yiddish neon marquis had crumpled.  Ash and smoke everywhere.   Our daughters in sinful Hollywood films.  Skirts exposed their legs.  To hell with Louis B. Mayer!  Grandchildren forget our names.  Our graves destroyed.   Each dream makes me svitz like a Polock in the boiler room.  Tonight I test God.


HESHIE


(TOPPING ONE ‘OY’)

Oy, Oy, Oy.



REGINA

Does God know?



JACOB

He told me - sotto voce.


REGINA

God is your stage manager?


JACOB

When an angel brings ruggalah to nosh.


(PAUSE)

God told me not to divide our treasures.  


REGINA

Nu?



JACOB

I’m giving away the lands.


REGINA

What land?



JACOB

The land upstate.   


REGINA

Oy, Jacob.  Not today.



JACOB

And, the second part, our little plot. 



REGINA

Our grave at B’nai Jeshurun?



JACOB


No, dear.  Our Brooklyn house.




REGINA

Our brownstone?



JACOB

Yes, our brownstone.  And, the third part, the farm in Palestine. 


(THE NEXT TWO LINES OVERLAP)

The farm is drier than Death Valley.



REGINA

What farm in Palestine?



JACOB

Some say Palestine.   Some say Eretz Yisrael.   



HESHIE

Some say tomato.  Some say potato.



JACOB


(NEATLY FOLDS NEWSPAPER)

Goats, olives, and a little citrus - four hours from Jerusalem.



REGINA

We own goats in Palestine?



JACOB

I won the land and the livestock in a poker game.



REGINA

Livestock?


(HESHIE “MOOS” LIKE A COW)

You’re sending one of your daughters to Palestine?



JACOB

Someone has to go from this family.   Nothing permanent.  Just for ten years.



REGINA

You have rocks in your head, mister.



JACOB

The Holy Land.   We say this each Passover, Regina.  “Next year in Jerusalem!”   



REGINA

Which girl do you have in mind?



JACOB


We’ll draw names from a hat. 



REGINA

Are you an actor or a madman, Jacob?



HESHIE

Two for one, a bonus boy!

(HESHIE STIRS AND OPENS HIS EYES.  NOW HE IS


 FULLY INVOLVED IN THE SCENE)



JACOB

I’m a perfect father and husband.



REGINA

You’re a world class fool.



HESHIE

And a champion putz.



JACOB


(POINTING TOWARD HESHIE)

He’s the fool in this family.



REGINA

You’re not sending any child of mine to Palestine.   We’ll never see her. 



JACOB

Boats come and go like clockwork.   Lily loves to travel.



 REGINA

 Lily?



JACOB

Yes.


REGINA

And where did you get land upstate?



JACOB

I bought it.



REGINA

When?



JACOB

When you were back in Odessa.


REGINA

You waited until I left the country?



HESHIE


(GARBLED, LOUDER THAN HIS FIRST REMARK)

A sheynm dank in pupik (a pretty thanks in the navel!).



JACOB

Who asked you?



HESHIE

You’re a fox.  That’s what they say in Russia about you.   Jacob Stern is a fox who plays out the longest death scenes.  



JACOB

You’re a Pollack, mishigunah.  You were never in Russia



HESHIE

They love me in Minsk.



REGINA

And you’re giving away our Brooklyn home?



JACOB

Yes.  



REGINA

Without consulting me?



JACOB

These house repairs are costing a fortune.  



HESHIE

Why did you ever marry this man?   He has coarse hair growing out of his ears.



JACOB


(TO HESHIE)

Don’t you have a pressing doctor’s visit today?



HESHIE

Yes, but I hate doctors.   They’re all cruel capitalists.   



REGINA

You’re not giving away our home, Jacob.    I forbid you.   Worse, I’ll kill you.


JACOB

I have made a lot of money in real estate, but you don’t know these things.   We’ll go to Florida, Regina.



REGINA

Florida?  



JACOB
Another New York winter will depress me.  Living costs are next to nothing.



REGINA

But our family is here, meshuggunah.     The theatre is here! 


JACOB

It’s time to renounce the theatre.  



HESHIE

A shonda!    Has the theatre renounced you? 

Iris.

                                         YIDDISH (AND HEBREW) GLOSSARY
Alta Kaker . . . old fart, literally old crapper

Bubkes . . . nose snot, worthless goods or payment

Bubbie . . . affectionate boon companion

Bentshn . . . to bless

Challah . . . special fluffy bread with a knotty roll exterior

Davin . . . to pray with body and soul

Eretz Yisrael . . . Land of Israel

Epes . . . the everything word – “something, a little, a somebody, perhaps, debatable”

Eydem . . . son-in-law

Farshtinkener . . . stinky, malodorous 

Farthshadet . . . dopey, punchy, in a daze

Ferkakdah . . . crappy, junk-like

Ferklempt . . .choked up, overwhelmed

Finster . . . dark, dimly lit

Fonfers . . . stammers (speech)
Ganugg . . . enough!

Glatt Kosher . . . strict Jewish dietary laws

Gilgul . . . a reincarnation

Gonif . . . thief, clever schemer, shady businessman

Gottenyu . . . an exclamation and an appeal to God

Goy (goyem). . . non-Jew, Christian (Christians)

Goyisher . . . gentile-like

Haddasah . . . charity

Haimisher . . . in the manner of something Jewish and comforting

Hock . . . to bother and harass

Kaddish . . . Hebrew prayer for the dead in the immediate family

Khaloshes . . . revolting, disgusting thing

Ken ayin hora . . . without the evil eye, not to jinx something just complimented

Kishkas . . . inners, guts

Kvell . . . a parent’s relishing act for something brilliant from their offspring

Kvetch . . .  to complain, to bitch

Luftmentsh . . . impractical fellow, head in the clouds

Mamala . . . “mother” said dearly

Mamaloshen . . . Yiddish language (mother tongue)

Mamzer . . . illegitimate child

Mazel tov . . . good luck

Megillat  . . . Hebrew religious scroll

Mise meshina . . . ugly or unfortunate fate or death

Mise meshune . . . ugly or unfortunate fate or death

Mishugunah . . .  crazy person

Mitzvoth . . . commandment

Moishe Kopoyr . . . a person (an act) who (which) does everything upside down

Narishkayt . . . nonsense

Nu?   . . . .  Yes?  So?  What’s new?  Well?

Oy gevult . . . a cry of help, fear, astonishment

Oy vey . . . woe is me

Pesach  . . . Passover holiday

Pisha paysha . . . a card game played by two, one of whom is usually a child

Plotz . . . to explode, to split, 

Putz . . . a penis, a prick

Rebbe . . .  rabbi

Sha . . . quiet

Shaina maidel . . . pretty girl from a family vantage point

Schmata . . . rag worn for clothing as a last resort

Schlub . . . member of the loser’s club

Schlemiel . . .  member of the loser’s club

Schlimazel . . . member of the loser’s club

Schmaltz . . . . chicken fat, sentimentality

Schnops . . . liquor

Schul . . . synagogue

Scwartzas  . . . Blacks 

Shabbos . . . Sabbath

Shabbos goy . . . gentile who works on Sabbath in the synagogue

Shonda . . . shame

Seykhl . . . wisdom

Tattala . . . dear one, sweetie in addressing a little boy or girl

Tephilin . . . prayer phylacteries worn on hand, arm and head

Tsoris . . . woes, troubles

Yahrzeit . . . anniversary of someone’s death

Zader . . . elder patriarch in the family

YIDDISH PHRASES

Vez iz mir, gottenyu  . . . woe is me, Dear God!

Sheynm dank in pupik . . . “a pretty thanks in the belly button” – thanks for nothing

Tokles afn tish . . . “ass on the table” – literally.   Put up or shut up.

Gey kain cumen trig  . . . “go take a crap and don’t come back”

Krich arein in di bayner  . . . to crawl into one’s bones, to shrink

Ich bin dir moykhl . . . don’t do me any favors

Dem emmes . . . tell the truth

Gib tzedakah . . . give charity

Hab rachmonus . . . have compassion

