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Characters: 

 

The Leader 

Zeide 

First Sister (older) 

Second Sister (younger) 

Father 

Five Nazis 

Grandma 

Anonymous People 

 

 

 

 

Time: Havdallah – the Jewish ceremony that separates the 

Sabbath from the rest of the week. 

 

Place: A dark room. 
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(In the darkness, we hear the niggun (wordless chant) 

of the Leader: “Ya lai lai lai . . .” He strikes a 

match and illuminates his face with the flicker of a 

lit havdalah (ceremonial, wax-braided) candle.  We can 

see the shapes of figures around him, sitting in a 

semicircle facing the audience.  The Leader finishes 

his bittersweet baritone solo, and the echoes die out.  

When he speaks into the candle, it has the aural 

effect of a microphone.) 

 

Leader 

It has been said that holy persons are like torches – 

beacons along the path, yet blinded by their own light.  It 

has been said that the blind lead the blind.  I speak of 

neither of these things.  I speak of soft comforts and 

stout lessons, and cower beside you in the space between.  

You have come because the shapes inside you are contorted, 

jagged.  You carry grief as if it carried you.  I soothe 

you with this: A loved one has entered the next world, and 

he could not help but leave his footprints. 

Tonight, we gather to separate our grandfather. Our Zeide. 

(The sound of a striking match, and Zeide is lit in 

the circle.  He is twenty-something: stout, with good 

strong Polish skin.  Not a vein on him.  He sits 

perfectly still, for now.) 

 

Leader 

He was a Zeide to us all, a Zeide to the young and old and 

a Zeide to those who knew not what Zeides were.  He Zeided 

Zeides, and for Zeide-seven beautiful years he succeeded in 

having a Zeide remarkable impact on all who encountered 

him.  Tonight, as the first stars appear under the soles of 

our sneakers, we say Forever Good-bye to our Zeide.  Let us 

bless the fruit of the vine. 

(The service fades into the background.  Zeide stands 

alone.) 

 

Zeide 

 (to us) 

Mud on my loafers.  Sweat behind the ears.  Perfume on my 

breath.  Went from her arms to her arms to the train back 

from Warsaw this morning – Gentile languages still swirling 

under my tongue.  I stalked through pitch-black alleyways 

listening to gunshots mix with the latest girl fruitlessly 

calling me back to her.  Dangerous?  The dangerous part was 

that it was on the Sabbath.  My sweet family, resting at 
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home . . . it’s best they never know how joyful a life I 

live. 

(Two of Zeide’s sisters are lit in the circle, and 

they bring brooms and start sweeping around him.  The 

setting created: Zeide’s house in rural Poland.) 

 

Zeide 

Shabbat Shalom, lovely sisters! 

 (They smile and sweep silently.) 

 

Zeide 

It’s a beautiful afternoon.  Zalman and I found a wonderful 

little hill over the way where you can see endless fields.  

Let’s go, us together. 

 

Second Sister 

What grows in the fields? 

 

First Sister 

Help us sweep, brother.  Father’s studying is almost done, 

and the house must be clean. 

 

Zeide 

Well . . . there are beautiful flowers, red green blue, and 

giant stalks of corn as well.  The corn is plentiful, yes. 

 

First Sister 

You would do well to go down and get yourself a couple 

ears. 

 (The second sister stifles a giggle.) 

 

Zeide 

I would gladly, but only to give to you.  I insist.  The 

corn is the sweetest you’ll taste.  Just last night Zalman 

and I – 

 

Second Sister 

You were at Zalman’s last night?  But – 

 

First Sister 

Enough of this silly chatter.  We must clean quickly.  And 

you, go check on my livelihood, will you?  Feed her some 

ground carrot, just a smidge of water. 

(The sisters sweep Zeide to the other side of the 

stage.  He sees the face of the baby girl, his First 

Sister’s daughter, in a small crib.) 
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Zeide 

 (to us) 

Precious young doll.  Taking delight in the burps and 

chopped-up-carrotness of baby life.  Smooth and light, like 

those Warsaw women – hair like damp straw, eyes clearblue.  

You are my confidante.  You know I mean no harm with what I 

do.  You can contain my secrets. 

(Lights change.  The Father is lit in the circle and 

approaches Zeide – tall and life-worn.  He wears a 

kippah (skullcap) and a talis (fringed prayer 

garment).) 

Shabbat Shalom, father. 

 

Father 

Where did you awaken this morning, my son. 

 

Zeide 

In Zalman’s barn, father, down the way.  The hay scratched 

my arms, and my lids were a bit swollen when I awoke, but 

the sleep was sound. 

 

Father 

Your eyes swollen too, son.  And your pride. 

 

Zeide 

Father? 

 

Father 

Zalman’s elder – a pious man, a man I have studied Torah 

with on this very Sabbath – he told me he saw you as he 

passed by the train station today.  Getting off the train.  

From traveling with goyim.  Speaking common language, to 

common people.  Is the elder a liar? 

 (pause) 

 

Zeide 

Yes.  I saw him performing his morning prayers in the 

fields, calling out towards the Holy One.  He is pious, but 

senile. 

 

Father 

My son.  A foolish boy.  You will learn that the only truth 

this world has are in its years.  A Jew knows his place.  

You don’t know your place, and you are not a Jew.  You 

shall turn your eyes and your tongue away from the Holy 

Book of my people, towards the path you make away from your 
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family.  The Book will not help you in living the way you 

have chosen. 

 

Zeide 

You are so quick to believe silly stories, and so slow to 

trust your own blood. 

 

Father 

You may live here, but yours is a life of the body.  We 

shall eat, drink, and sleep as family, but . . . no more. 

 

Zeide 

You would abandon me? 

 

Father 

You will not wander towards your life with those who wander 

in opposite directions.  I love you too much to allow it. 

(Lights on the two fade.  The “service,” led by the 

Leader, returns to the foreground.  His face is lit by 

a cup that he holds under his chin.) 

 

Leader 

Baruch Atah Adonai . . . Blessed be our God, King of the 

Universe, who dances each man and woman joyously on the 

vine to eventually squeeze out their ripeness.  Blessed be 

the One who allows us to gather to lick the juice off.  

Blessed be the One who permits us to quote, and misquote, 

and shatter the air with our noise – yet above all to 

mourn, by whetting our throat.  Amen. 

 

The Semicircle of People 

 (in a barely-audible unison) 

Amen. 

 

Leader 

Now, let us bless the spices. 

(The service fades backward once again.  Zeide stands 

alone, in deadly silence.  The faces of five Nazis are 

lit, and they surround him, facing him, not speaking a 

word.  The setting created: A WWII concentration 

camp.) 

 

Zeide 

 (to us) 

My sisters must be washing dishes.  Chuckling to each 

other.  The women’s conditions are better than ours.  My 
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little niece – she is bound to be safe.  She looks just 

like these people.  They will protect her. 

Men are dying, starving.  I am a hero.  I am common, 

Father, uncommonly common here.  You would love me again if 

you saw me now . . . if you had to compare . . .  

You’ll find me when you’re ready, Father.  Green ink, right 

forearm.  One zero three eight four five sev – 

 (Lights abruptly come up.  Nazis become animated.) 

 

Nazi #1 

 

Hey, Jew. 

 

Zeide 

 (to us) 

These men are delusional.  They think I’m Jewish. 

 

Nazi #1 

Officer rations arrived.  Go unload them. 

 

Nazi #2 

Have a bite. 

 

Nazi #3 

If you do, we’ll kill you. 

 

Nazi #2 

I’ll kill you.  They’ll watch. 

 

Nazi #3 

Yeah, right.  That man has to look at his feet to shoot a 

Jew. 

 

Nazi #2 

Wanna see? 

 

Nazi #4 

Enough! 

 (to Zeide) 

Ignore them, listen to me – I spoke to the, to the men in 

charge here earlier today, and they commanded me to tell 

you this: if you continue to unload the food as quickly as 

you have been doing, you and your family will be sent home 

at the end of this week. 

 

Zeide 

Friday night? 
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Nazi #4 

Yeah, Friday night.  We know where all your family’s at, 

and they’re all fine and will continue to be fine as long 

as you store the rations correctly. 

 

Zeide 

How’s my little niece?  The yellow-haired, blue-eyed young 

girl? 

 

Nazi #4 

 (to Nazi #5) 

Oh, her?  Well, he’s been keepin’ an eye on her since she 

arrived.  How’s she holdin’ up?  The young girl? 

(Nazi #5 responds by staring coldly at Nazi #4. A 

brief silence.) 

 

Nazi #1 

Unload the truck, Jew. 

 

Nazi #4 

We’ll check on the lass tonite an’ we’ll – 

 

Nazi #1 

The truck, Jew. 

(a pause.  The five Nazis leave.  Zeide walks across 

the stage towards the end of a German WWII rations-

carrying vehicle.  There is a platform from the ground 

that diagonally leads up to the inside of the vehicle.  

He walks halfway up it, and stops.) 

 

Zeide 

 (to us, and himself) 

I am a hero.  Wandering a path leading up towards the sky, 

and all the heavens. 

(the members of the “service,” bathed in darkness 

behind him, begin a complex and entrancing niggun: 

“Yai dai dai dai . . .”  An appropriate chord 

structure to approximate would be Radiohead’s 

“Everything In Its Right Place.”) 

I can’t possibly be alone. 

(the face of the Leader appears once again – this time 

his face is revealed by the light that emanates from a 

silver spicebox he holds at his chest.  Zeide enters 

the truck as he begins to speak.) 

 

Leader 
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Our Zeide was a benevolent man.  Late in life he would 

speak of smuggling food to the starving men of his 

barracks, carving bright beams into the dregs of human 

history.  Late in life he would speak of many things.  Late 

in life he would just speak.  Now that he is gone, we bless 

the van that had sheltered him in metal wings. 

(the chanting ceases) 

Baruch Atah Adonai . . . Blessed be our God, King of the 

Universe, who consecrates the smell of cauterized thoughts.  

Blessed be the One Man who creates his own universe. 

(Grandma walks out of the truck and to the far side of 

the stage, where she stands blankly in a pool of 

light.  She is twentysomething, pale with a demure 

beauty.) 

Blessed be Zeide’s family of “before” – ashes chuckling, 

ashes sweeping, ashes smooth-and-light, ashes pious – and 

blessed be Zeide’s family of “after.” 

 (he looks to Grandma.) 

Blessed be the universe that surrounds this one man, the 

universe of bodies – cruel and unexplained.  Amen. 

 

The Semicircle of People 

 (quietly) 

Amen. 

 

Leader 

Now, let us bless the candle. 

 (all lights fade out.) 

(lights rise – bright, and covering the entire length 

of the playing area.  A different stage configuration 

is seen.  The semicircle of the “service” is now a 

line of people stretching across the length of the 

upstage area; an empty space is in the center of the 

row, and the Leader is nowhere to be found.  Zeide and 

Grandma are sitting on wooden chairs facing each other 

centerstage.) 

 

Zeide 

Hello. 

 

Grandma 

Stronger.  You’re a free man now. 

 

Zeide 

Shalom. 

 (pause. then weak, like before) 

What is your name. 
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Grandma 

No shame.  You’ve gone through enough to speak the Holy 

Language. 

 

Zeide 

You knew Zalman and his family. 

 

Grandma 

Yes.  One of his sisters survived, who told me you were 

here.  His father worked as a butler on our estate. 

 

Zeide 

Do you have family? 

 (Silence.) 

Zalman’s father was a pious man.  He taught me to recite 

the entire liturgy backwards, so that God would be able to 

hear your prayers even if His back was turned to you. 

 

Grandma 

That isn’t true. 

 

Zeide 

I am pious and strong. 

 

Grandma 

You are lying.  He said you were a disgrace. 

 

Zeide 

That man was like a second father to me. 

 

Grandma 

He told your father that you broke the Sabbath.  He ruined 

your life. 

(Zeide stands up, takes his wooden chair from under 

him, and proceeds to smash it into pieces – starkly 

silent all the while.  He ends up with a jagged leg in 

his right arm, and he holds it up to his own neck.) 

 

Zeide 

He taught me how to make the sun stand still in the sky. 

 (pause) 

To pray so hard that time stops.  He taught me how to do 

it. 

 

Grandma 

I know. 
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 (beat) 

 

Zeide 

You do? 

 

Grandma 

Every morning . . . I woke up and the light from my window 

would be cast in the same exact place.  And . . . it 

wouldn’t shift until I arose. 

 

Zeide 

It wouldn’t? 

 

Grandma 

It would take me hours sometimes to get up.  I was a girl . 

. . I thought the sun wanted something from me, what I 

could only imagine . . . 

 

Zeide 

You did? 

 

Grandma 

And now I know.  All my fantasies, all my dreams . . . 

 (pause) 

You are a part of me I never knew I had. 

 (pause. Zeide drops the piece of wood.  They embrace.) 

I need you.  You’re all that’s left of me. 

 

Zeide 

Will you marry me? 

 

Grandma 

You’re all there is. 

(lights down, save for the Leader – who is sitting in 

the spot that Grandma stood in at the end of the 

previous scene.  The candle that was lit to start the 

play flickers in his lap.) 

 

Leader 

Baruch Atah Adonai . . . Blessed be our God, King of the 

Universe, who gives flame its most essential traits – the 

hunger to consume its surroundings.  And the strength to 

make its own light. 

(a long silence. the light from the candle broadens 

until it covers the entire stage in a dull glow.) 

Amen. 
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The Line of People 

Amen. 

 

Leader 

Now, we will conclude. 

(the “service” group forms a semicircle around Zeide 

and Grandma, who are still embracing.) 

The final prayer thanks God for distinguishing the holy 

from the unholy.  The sacred from the profane.  The regular 

from the irregular.  The notable from the dismissable.  The 

describable from the unexplainable.  For Zeide’s sake, we 

shall let this prayer go unspoken. 

May his memory be a blessing. 

 (end of play) 


