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            Characters

         

         
            Debbie

            Phil

her husband

            Trevor

their son

            Shosh

Debbie’s childhood friend

            Yuri

her husband

             

            Setting: Debbie and Phil’s house, south Florida.

A Sunday. Fall, 2024.vi
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         This playscript went to print while rehearsals were still in progress, so may differ slightly from the version as performed.

      

   


   
      
         ix

         
             

         

         
             

         

         What We Talk About When We Talk About Anne Frank was first performed at Marylebone Theatre, London, on 4 October 2024. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Phil  Joshua Malina

         Debbie  Caroline Catz

         Shosh  Dorothea Myer-Bennett

         Yuri  Simon Yadoo

         Trevor  Gabriel Howell

         
             

         

         Director  Patrick Marber

         Designer  Anna Fleischle

         Lighting Designer  Sally Ferguson

         Sound Designer  David Gregory

         Producer  Oliver King

         General Manager  Lew Forman for Wild Yak

         Associate Director  Natalie Simone

         Associate Designer  Angelica Rush

         Costume Supervisor  Chantal Short

         Movement Director  EJ Boyle

         Casting Advisor  Helena Palmer cdg

         Company Stage Manager  Matthew Revell-Griffiths

         Deputy Stage Manager  Elspeth Watt

         Co-Producers  David Daniels, Craig Dorfman

         & Nina Tassler

         Associate Producers  Sofia Kapkova, Bill Prady

         & Keshet Internationalx

      

   


   
      
         
xi
            what we talk about

when we talk about anne frank

         

      

   


   
      
         1

         
            
               Reverberation

            

         

         
            
               Scene One: ‘The Faithful’

            

         

         A bright open-plan kitchen. Marble countertops, stainless- steel fat-knobbed oven, breakfast table and chairs. A store- bought feast is set out on disposable, takeaway platters. Huge glass doors overlook the pool, the deck and the garden.

         Phil is out there in shorts, attending to the pool. Debbie is standing in the kitchen looking at an old Polaroid. They’re both completely still.

         Trevor, their son, appears. He’s college age, rumpled. His parents are unaware of his presence. He addresses the audience, our MC.

         
            Trevor ‘What We Talk About When We Talk About Anne Frank’. Scene One, ‘The Faithful’. (Makes to exit, stops to swipe a bagel from the spread.) Oh, these two are my parents. (Considers them.) Fuck me.

            He slopes off as Debbie and Phil come alive. Phil enters the kitchen.

            Debbie  Pants, Phil. They’ll be here any second.

            Phil I’m telling you, there’s something off about all this; tracking you down after two decades. It’s creepy.

            Debbie She liked a post! I’m the one who wrote, ‘If you’re ever in the neighborhood give a shout.’

            Phil What kind of sociopath takes a person up on an invite like that? And what kind of Hassidim are even on Instagram? That can’t be allowed. These are some very bad Hassidim.

            Debbie I didn’t say they were good, I said she’s my old best friend. 2

            Phil Which you should really stop saying, grownups don’t have best friends.

            Debbie You’ve always had it in for her.

            Phil I’ve never even met her! And I vacuumed and skimmed the pool. How is that having it in for your old best buddy?

            Debbie You did that for me because I asked you.

            Phil Because I want you to be happy.

            Debbie Who’s not happy? I’m the happiest person I know. You’re the one who’s been an absolute fart since I told you they were coming.

            Phil ‘Shoshana’ and ‘Yerucham’. How do you even get there from ‘Mark’ and ‘Lauren’?

            Debbie I just don’t want you simmering in a rage while they’re here. I want to have a good time, which means you have to have a good time too. So whatever’s actually bothering you, spit it out right now.

            Phil is about to when the doorbell rings.

            Pants!

            She makes to exit. Turns.

            And don’t mention the war.

            Phil  What war?

            Debbie Good boy. (Beat.) Also, don’t hug her. She doesn’t touch men.

            Phil Gotcha. No touching. Not for a hug. Not to put out a fire.

            Phil about to exit to put pants on, slight smile, stays in the kitchen. He listens to the voices out in the hallway.

            Debbie (off) I can’t believe it! My Lauren! (Correcting.) My Shoshana. And you! Finally! So great to meet you, Yerucham. 3

            Yuri Yuri!

            Debbie (off) Yuri, then! So good to have you both. Come in, come in.

            The guests come in. Yuri is a Hassidic man in a black hat, black suit, white shirt, tzitzit hanging down. Shosh, also Hassidic, is in a long dark dress. Atop her head is a sizable, blonde, Marilyn Monroe-ish wig. She carries a pocketbook.

            Shoshana, Yuri, this is Phil. My half-naked husband.

            Phil (to Yuri) Pleasure.

            Phil and Yuri shake.

            (To Shosh.) Hi.

            Shosh Hello.

            Phil Shalom!

            Awkward silence. Yuri is both looking at and avoiding looking at Debbie’s bare arms.

            Debbie I should have worn sleeves, I could put a jacket on?

            Shosh Your house, your rules. We don’t judge.

            Judging, Shosh stares right at Phil’s naked legs. All eyes follow, including Phil’s.

            Debbie I told him! (to Phil) I fucking told you!

            Phil gestures to his hairy gams.

            Phil Sorry, I forgot to shave. I usually keep ’em smooth as a mole rat.

            A silent warning from Debbie. Shosh returns her attention to her friend’s outfit.

            Shosh I’m just not used to it anymore.

            Debbie I guess this would be pretty racy in your … enclave. 4

            Shosh In our part of Jerusalem? You’d get stoned.

            Debbie laughs.

            Literally, the men would throw rocks at you.

            Phil quietly groans. Debbie shuts him down, racing to cover it up.

            Debbie Well, in Florida I’m practically a nun. You should see –

            Shosh We’ve seen! We were stocking up for the kids, and those girls at Aventura Mall, what they walk around in – and not even for the beach! Teenagers in short-shorts cut up so high they cross the middle of the tuchus. I had to cover his eyes. At a minimum, a girl’s shorts should be longer than her vagina.

            Phil But you guys, with the sleeves to the wrists and skirts to the floor. You act like a girl’s vagina goes down to her ankles.

            Shosh We have friends with fifteen kids. Where we live, some of them do.

            Phil I knew I’d like you!

            Pause.

            Yuri And me?

            Phil Welcome!

            Yuri It’s so kind of you to host us in your big – your lovely – home. Me? I thought we were pulling up to a hotel.

            Shosh stares daggers at Yuri.

            Shosh (to her hosts) It really is lovely.

            Yuri And this is all just the kitchen?

            Debbie How do you mean? 5

            Yuri This one room. It’s not also the dining room, maybe a conference center? All of this is just where you pour cereal into a bowl?

            Phil There’s also the pantry. And the mud room. Which, in Florida, is more of a sand room to shake off the beach on the way in from the garage.

            Yuri Of course, a room for the shaking of sand! (To Shosh.) All this house and one son. Can you imagine? The way we live in Jerusalem. (To Phil.) You ever been?

            Phil Nope.

            Yuri and Shosh glance at Debbie.

            Debbie Not yet.

            Shosh He’s just saying, it’s still tight for us at home. A big family. And before our oldest two moved out, you should have seen how we lived with all eight.

            Yuri flinches slightly. Phil notices.

            Phil Eight! We could get you a reality show with that.

            Debbie They don’t even watch TV, you think they want to be on it?

            Beat.

            Phil (to the guests) But how does it work with so many kids?

            Shosh Bunk beds, shared beds. No privacy!

            Yuri (to Shosh) He’s asking about money. (To Phil.) I’m a service tech for the electric company. I set transformers, repair the systems.

            Debbie You go up the poles?

            Yuri Climb up. Climb down. Ride the cherry picker. 6

            Shosh And I run an Iyengar studio. It’s a yoga thing. Sort of like being a marionette. Lots of hanging from ropes on the walls. We both dangle for a living.

            Beat.

            When can we see the house? I want the tour!

            Debbie After Trevy wakes up. I’ll show you the medicine cabinets and everything.

            Shosh I cannot wait to meet your son.

            Phil Unless you suddenly turn into a bong he may not crawl out of his lair.

            Debbie Phil!

            Phil It’s been like a week since we’ve seen him.

            Debbie That’s not true! He was already up some this morning; he’s excited to meet you.

            Phil Yes, we warned him –

            Debbie We told him you were coming. (Beat.) You must be hungry! (To Phil.) And you must be cold. (To guests.) Come. Essen.

            Nobody moves.

            It’s all kosher – glatt! Eat up.

            Phil Full disclosure? One bite and you’ll wish we’d never fed you.

            Yuri That’s just an American thing, the terrible kosher. In Israel we’ve got world-class dining. In a Jewish country they’re not the kosher places, they’re just ‘the places’.

            Phil No, no. My bad. I understand you’re not responsible for the state of our kosher food. Or the State of Israel.

            Yuri Are we doing that already? 7

            Debbie (of Phil) I told him! No politics! Now offer our guests a drink.

            Phil Do they drink?

            Shosh We drink!

            Phil Well then! We’ve got everything –

            Shosh Vodka.

            Phil Alrighty. Do you want tonic?

            Shosh On the rocks.

            Yuri Yah, yah, me too.

            Phil exits to the pantry to get the vodka.

            Shosh We wanted to bother you Friday but with the storm and the King Tides, all that rain –

            Yuri (with awe) Never seen anything like it.

            Shosh – we couldn’t even get out of the apartment. And so today, our last chance.

            Phil reenters.

            Yuri Better not to pick up the phone, I said. Sunday – a day off in America. People have things to do.

            Phil The Heat are playing the Knicks!

            Yuri And our return flight’s tomorrow. We still have to pack.

            Shosh (surprised, to Yuri) We? Since when?

            Phil goes to get ice from the freezer and start in on the drinks. Once the vodka is flowing, Phil and the others are continually refreshing throughout the play.

            Phil Is ice okay? Does it need koshering?

            Yuri Depends on how you killed it. 8

            Debbie (to Shosh) Eight kids. How do you even cope?

            Shosh Eight girls!

            Yuri Okay, Shosh.

            Phil catches that testy exchange.

            Phil Doubles all around.

            Shosh That’s how. That’s how we cope.

            Phil (raising his glass) Well, l’chaim!

            Yuri Cheers big ears!

            Shosh Chin chin!

            They clink glasses. Phil drinks. Yuri and Shosh mumble a blessing first. Debbie waits for them to finish and shoots Phil a look. He resets.

            Debbie Amen!

            Phil (to Shosh) You always do the blessing? Never skip?

            Shosh Yup. I mean, not every time in high school, I wasn’t as religious back then.

            Debbie Religion wasn’t as religious back then.

            Shosh In those days, you were more frum than me.

            Pause to eat. Shosh removes her rings at the sink. She and Yuri both wash hands and mumble a blessing. They mumble another before taking a bite of bread.

            Phil So how is it that you two end up so crazy different? You grow up Orthodox together, two happy yeshiva girls running around New York City but then Debbie –

            Debbie (to Phil) Got impregnated by you.

            Phil (to Shosh) And you end up wearing the wig and living in Israel?

            Debbie (to Phil) You know how, I told you! 9

            Phil I’m a bad listener.

            Debbie She went to Machon Gold, to the girls’ seminary in Jerusalem –

            Yuri And met me outside Big Apple Pizza on a Saturday night. And that was that.

            Phil (to Shosh) But you weren’t Hassidic then?

            Shosh I was already Orthodox. Observant is observant. Look at Deb. She went secular; I went this way. It’s not that hard.

            Phil looks to Debbie for a response.

            Phil That’s kind of why I’m asking. Because it was hard. I mean, really, really hard. And honestly –

            Debbie Don’t be honest, honey.

            Phil I’d say it still causes a fair number of problems.

            Shosh Like what?

            Debbie Yes, like what?

            Phil Like, Debbie has this internal clock that’s always ticking. You don’t even have to tell her what Jewish holiday it is.

            Yuri And she knows?

            Phil Not consciously. But, man, she’ll just get so dark. And I’ll find her weeping under the covers, and she won’t know why. And then you look at the Hebrew calendar some funeral parlor sent us, you check the date and it’s Shavuos or Succos, or who knows what kind of obscure festival.

            Yuri Those aren’t obscure, they’re the major holidays!

            Phil They drop her right into a hole.

            Shosh Maybe she misses being Jewish – (Correction.) – religious, I mean. 10

            Phil Exactly! I think Deb, as an ex-religious person, she’s kind of like a recovering heroin addict. (To Debbie.) Like, as solid as you are in your life at any given time, if you dance one good hora, get a taste of one decent prune hamantaschen, that’s it, you’re back over the edge. And I’ll come home to find you high on gefilte fish and fifteen mezuzahs nailed up on every one of the doors.

            Shosh (laughing, to Debbie) So do you miss it?

            Debbie Sometimes. But not really. Which is good – because Phil couldn’t take it. He’s petrified you’re going to convert me back to me.

            Phil I’m afraid of what you’re hanging on to, yes. That you’ll change.

            Debbie So I’ll change.

            Phil But I won’t. Which is why it freaks me out. The way it’s hiding inside you just … lurking.

            Debbie So what if it is?

            Yuri He’s scared it’ll end the marriage. I’ve seen it plenty of times when the wife goes born-again and the husband won’t. Classic!

            Phil (to Shosh) What about you? Is there still a less religious self in there the way there’s a more religious Debbie in her? Like if we unzip Shoshana, will ‘Lauren’ slink out?

            Shosh No. There isn’t another me inside me.

            Yuri What you see now was there the whole time, spirit-wise.

            Phil So it’s like, all through childhood you were the host body and your true spirit –

            Yuri The neshamah! 11

            Phil Yes, your neshamah, was just germinating in you like one of those seventeen-year cicadas, waiting to burst out of your crispy old self?

            Yuri Not a bad way to put it.

            Shosh It’s a terrible way to put it.

            Phil So, help me out. Is it like evolution? Transmogrification? Maybe like a migraine but that blinding pain is God?

            Shosh Exactly. Now you know.

            Phil Sorry, sorry. I sincerely want to hear.

            Shosh Maybe another time.

            Debbie sneaks over with the Polaroid, it’s of the two of them in high school.

            Debbie Take a look at this.

            Debbie hands the picture to Shosh.

            Shosh No way. Those bikinis.

            Debbie Barely!

            Shosh I don’t even remember this. Where were we?

            Debbie Rina’s, in Woodmere. A sleepover. You really don’t remember?

            Shosh I don’t.

            Debbie notices something is off, but absorbs it. Phil is approaching.

            Oh my God, we look great!

            Debbie It’s all that baby oil. We’re glistening.

            Phil takes the photo. He can’t wait to see. 12

            Phil (to Shosh) Impossible! Now you have to tell me what happened. How did you get from that kind of religious to this?

            Debbie takes the photo back. Shosh decides if she should answer.

            Shosh College. Sophomore year. I was skipping classes, sleeping all day, and just feeling … unfulfilled.

            Yuri You were depressed.

            Shosh I was doing great! I had a double major and this killer internship, it’s more that I felt –

            Yuri Depressed.

            Shosh So there was this campus rabbi and his wife I was always avoiding. If you grow up Orthodox, you don’t want any of that peppy, alumni-funded Judaism. But one day, I bump right into the rebbetzin, except she’s dressed up as Frida Kahlo, like a really good version. And I guess I’d never noticed how much they already looked alike until she connected up her eyebrows. And I’m so far gone from my Judaism at that point, I think, ‘It’s way too late for Halloween!’ Then it hits me. It’s Purim. (To Phil.) You know, Jewish Halloween. And I don’t even have a clue. It’s too late to run away, so I start telling her everything she wants to hear. That I’m a good girl. No cheeseburgers. No driving on Shabbos. No boys sleeping over in the dorm. And she just smiles at me and she says, ‘This is a list of what you aren’t doing. So, nu, tell me one way you’re actively a Jew?’ I can’t answer. So she invites me to their Purim party. ‘Forget the costume,’ she says, ‘just come.’ So I go. There’s drinking and dancing – separate, religious dancing – and it’s packed with students and townies and a black-hat crew. And maybe I’m a little buzzed then, and, maybe, yes, a little depressed then, but those songs, they’re just primal to me. And there we are, all these strangers, Jewish strangers, but everyone knowing the words, because they’re our words, 13and knowing the tunes because they’re our tunes, and the dances, and the rhythms – it’s that more than anything, the rhythms. Everyone just circling so fast, and stamping their feet in the same way, and it’s so loud. I honestly was worried about going deaf, like for real, until I wasn’t. Until I’m just dancing and singing in this circle of girls, this community circle. It’s just so out of body, and so … ecstatic. I ceased to be me, that other me, and turned into this true, pure, Jewish self that I didn’t even know was in there. I’d never been so happy in my whole life before, or so free before, or so light. My feet, they weren’t even touching the ground. I was just aloft, floating on all that joy … And that was that. There was no talk or discussion or a decision. It just was. From right then. It just was.

            Debbie I don’t think I ever heard you tell that story.

            Shosh You never asked.

            Debbie That’s not true.

            Yuri Of course it’s true. You abandoned her the day she turned Hassidic. You dumped her.

            Shosh Yuri, it’s America, be polite!

            Debbie (to Shosh) Is that what you think?

            Shosh It was like you were embarrassed. You didn’t approve and you just disappeared.

            Debbie No. We drifted, that’s all.

            Shosh (not having it) Yofi. Then that’s what happened.

            Debbie There was no falling-out. Just physical distance. I never stopped feeling close, never stopped loving.

            Shosh Tell yourself whatever you need.

            Debbie I’m not telling myself, I’m telling you. In my heart –

            Shosh Your heart! 14

            Debbie Yes, my heart. You’ve been at my side this whole time, like a guardian angel.

            Shosh Deb – we weren’t even in touch. (Regarding Yuri.) Did you hear what he said? You abandoned me.

            Debbie I thought it was the other way around; that community, so insular, so shut down.

            Shosh That I’d reject you?

            Debbie Yes. Because I gave it all up right when you decided it was the most important thing in the universe.

            Yuri All the more reason for Shoshana to be a lifeline. As Jews, if we see someone go astray, it’s on us to take action, to try and steer them back onto the path before they’re lost for good.

            Phil Oh God.

            Yuri What?

            Phil You’ve been in the house fifteen minutes and already we’re on the wrong path and you’re on the right one.

            Yuri That’s not the point.

            Phil So what is?

            Yuri That my wife didn’t drop yours. That we don’t leave other Jews behind.

            Shosh Especially not my best friend.

            Phil Yes, you wait with open arms. Only, we’re not allowed to hug.

            Yuri Really, you can’t understand modesty?

            Phil I can’t understand you guys claiming that you’re welcoming – ever. There’s a price to entry.

            Yuri Yes, being Jewish.

            Phil But it’s even more than that; it’s being Jewish your way. 15

            Yuri What way? There’s only one way, there’s only one Jewish.

            Phil I can’t stand it!

            Debbie Then don’t! Then let’s not! Please! It’s enough!
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