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First Performance





Sit and Shiver was first presented in London at the New End Theatre on 24 May 2006. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:




 





Lionel  Linal Haft


Debby  Sue Kelvin


Morris  Saul Reichlin


Sam  Barry Davis


Betty  Bernice Stegers


Mike  Iddo Goldberg


Sylv  Leila Crerar


Shirly  Catherine Bailey


Mrs  Green Louise Jameson




 





Director  Steven Berkoff


Assistant Director  Susie McKenna


Set Design by  Lotte Collett


Lighting by  Mike Robertson




 





This production was revived at the Hackney Empire, London, on 25 January 2007, with Steven Berkoff in the role of Lionel, Frank Lazurus as Morris and Russell Bentley as Mike.




 





Sit and Shiver was first presented at the Odyssey Theatre, Los Angeles, on 27 March 2004, directed by Steven Berkoff.






















Characters







Lionel


Debby’s husband, fifties or sixties.


Retail manager, ex-tailor, bullied by his wife.


Debby


Lionel’s wife, fifties. Aggressive, warm, sentimental.


Morris


An old friend of the family, fifties.


Successful businessman.


Sam


Debby’s brother, sixties.


Blind, wise, compassionate, political.


Betty


Sam’s wife, sixties.


A shrew, but fond-natured. Puts up with life.


Shirly


Lionel and Debby’s daughter, late twenties.


Smart, quick, wants to find a man.


Mike


Lionel and Debby’s son, an actor, early thirties.


Shrewd, intelligent, poetic. A bit of a loser.


Sylv


Mike’s girlfriend, late twenties.


Sweet, benign, a shicksa.


Mrs Green


Debby’s father’s former shop assistant, sixties.


Lover / mistress of the deceased.






















SIT AND SHIVER





‘A faultless man is possible only in a faultless world.’


Old Jewish saying




 





‘The world is new to us every morning –


that is God’s gift – and a man should believe


he is reborn each day.’


Baal Shem Tov










 







 





The deceased, named Monte, was a tyrant, but conformity means death elevates him to sainthood. The tragedy of the departure means that all sins are washed away by the monumental event. We look to the good points, and try to redeem the man so that death should have a dignity at least! Eventually his past rolls out, via Mrs Green, and the truth spills out with it …



















Act One





















SCENE ONE








A room is set for bereavement. There are wooden boxes in the room for people to sit on since this is a Jewish bereavement commonly known as ‘sit and shivah’. I used to think of it as sitting and shivering with grief and cold, but its meaning is quite different. It generally means to sit and mourn for seven days. The custom of seven days’ mourning is at least three thousand years old. Comfortable furniture is removed and replaced with hard seats to keep us alert. Mirrors are covered lest we be vain and not regard the memory of the deceased.


A husband and wife sit as they are mourning for the wife’s father, a stern patriarch with a reputation for self-denial and integrity.


It is early morning in the East End of London. Music plays. Lionel and his wife Debby are arranging the ‘boxes’ for the guests.




Lionel   So what time did you say for them to come?


Debby   Come? When they want to come … When they feel like it!


Lionel   You should have said from such an hour … given an indication …


Debby   Well, who’s coming at dawn? Of course they’ll come, they’ll turn up when they want to, when they have time … After work, before work, who knows? It’s not a party … turn up at eight o’clock … it’s a ‘sit and shivah’ …


Lionel   Oh, thanks for telling me … I thought it was a bar mitzvah! 


Debby   So they can turn up all day, afternoon and night. They dribble in … as they like. They have time … a whole week!


Lionel   A whole week …




Music ends.





A broch!


Debby   A broch!? You curse for a week of mourning for my father … You say a broch for my father … May he rest in peace …


Lionel   No! Not for your father … for your father I sit and shiver for a week … You want that? I do it … I do it … Did I complain? You want these ancient rituals, these ghetto habits from the shtetl … Habits to sit on a box … A week to sit on a box … in old clothes – alter schmutters – to show I feel … I feel … I do feel, yes I do, Deborah … Don’t look … like she wants to kill, she looks …


Debby   (shaking her head) I just … I just look at you and you begrudge …


Lionel   Who begrudges?


Debby   (nervous agitation) You begrudge for my father … My loving father who gave me life … From his loins, from him I sprang …


Lionel   Do me a favour! And your mother … What’s wrong with your mother?


Debby   Of course for my mother – may she rest in peace – but now we’re mourning for my father … Without him, there’s no me.


Lionel   (turning away as if wishing there hadn’t have been) Hmm …


Debby   I saw that look … 


Lionel   What look? … Whadya talking about – ‘that look’? Every time I turn, you put an interpretation on it …


Debby   You’re full of resentment …


Lionel   Okay, I’m full of resentment …


Debby   Dad was a great man, a loving man, a mensch …


Lionel   He was a mensch, that he was … I’m not denying he was a good man, although he was not a saint! I’m saying that for a week we make appearances … We sit on boxes … But I can still feel on a sofa … I won’t feel any less on an armchair … I might even feel more because my tuchis won’t be so damn stiff.


Debby   What do you mean, he wasn’t a saint …


Lionel   Nothing … Just that he was human, like the rest of us …


Debby   He wasn’t like the rest of us … In those times men were different … They were tough because they lived through hard times … They didn’t kvetch over everything … A divorce was unheard of … To my darling mother he was loyal for fifty years …


Lionel   Hmmnn …


Debby   What … ‘Hmmnn’?! They loved each other!


Lionel   Who’s denying?


Debby   When they married, they didn’t have a pot to piss in … Forgive the expression …


Lionel   You told me a thousand times already!


Debby   But when love is strong, a man and a woman can make their bed on a sword’s blade, but when love is weak, a king-sized bed is not wide enough! 


Lionel   Oy!


Debby   (pause) Do you think there’s enough food?


Lionel   Plenty!


Debby   I should have got more cakes …


Lionel   But we’ve got the fishcakes …


Debby   Not everybody likes fishcakes …


Lionel   Wadya talking about … People love fishcakes, ’specially your fishcakes!


Debby   Oh yeah, schmoozer! But for some it’s a bit early for fishcakes.


Lionel   Do you want me to run to Rinkoff’s?


Debby   No, not now, they’ll be here soon …


Lionel   Send Shirly …


Debby   She’s answering the door, doing the tea …


Lionel   How many did you get?


Debby   Five dozen blintzes, five dozen strudel …


Lionel   Strudel?


Debby   That’s what most people like …


Lionel   That’s what you like, maybe some Danish pastries wouldn’t have gone amiss … cheesecake …


Debby   Cheesecake we’ve still got, there wasn’t time … I just dashed in and out. Anyway, the old lady, when I went to Rinkoff’s, distracted me talking about her grandson who’s becoming a film director, can you believe …


Lionel   That little kid that used to deliver bagels?!


Debby   That little shlemiel with the snotty nose who couldn’t add up … That shlemiel is now a film director. 


Lionel   Amazing! Well, you never know …




The doorbell goes.





Oops, there’s the first …




Lionel leaves.





Debby   (to audience) He makes me sick … You’re a curse in my kishkas, you momzer … You begrudge my father’s ceremony, my tata’s ‘sit and shiver’, he whose shoelaces you are not fit to tie, you bastard … He was a good man, a good soul, and you can only sit in his shadow … Papa warned me … Why didn’t I listen? He said – he had a kopf, he had vision that man – he said, ‘Debby, the man is weak … He’s not a bad man, but his weakness will suck the marrow out of you. He’s a needer.’ But my mother – God rest her soul – she worried. I was twenty-three already. Terrible thing! That’s nothing. Today that’s nothing … She forced me … She coerced me … ‘You’re twenty-three! By the time you’re twenty-five, people worry – “Is there something wrong?” – and before you can blink, you’re thirty … A broch! And then all you can get is ganeff, a pimp who thinks he is doing you a favour … ’ But Dad knew – my papa – what a small-minded ganeff he was. Such a petty, mean, tight-assed kvetcher …




Her facial expression changes as she sees Morris entering with Lionel.





Morris   Debby …


Debby   Morris …


Morris   Bubeleh … shaynalla … I wish you long life and may his soul rest in heaven. I won’t kiss you, I have a cold. (He sits.)


Debby   Gei gehsunt. 


Lionel   Some tea? A cake?


Debby   Sit, I’ll do it … I heard the bell and wondered what had happened to you …


Morris   First I had to attend to the waterworks! Ha ha, at our age it’s always the waterworks!


Lionel   You have to go … when you have to go! Sit Morris, sit.


Morris   The prostate … It gets bigger and cuts off the waterworks …


Lionel   How often do you get up in the night?


Morris   It depends … Maybe three times … Sometimes two … It depends … And you? …


Lionel   I … er … sometimes …


Debby   (from behind table) Once he got up six times! Six times my sleep was broken … Can you believe this?!


Lionel   (embarrassed) Come on, Deb, do me a favour with your six times … Maybe two or three …


Debby   (relishing the moment) Six times! I counted, could you believe it? Six times!


Lionel   Why don’t you say it a few more times …


Debby   Do something about it, I tell him … You can do something about it these days, eh, Morris?


Lionel   Listen … We buy a double king-sized bed and you won’t even know I’m there! You’ll have to fax me.


Morris   Saw palmetto, that’s good … That increases the flow …


Debby   Please, Morris, spare me the details …




The kettle is now whistling.





Milk and sugar? 


Morris   No darling, just milk.


Lionel   That’s all you take – this ‘palmetto’ stuff?


Morris   It works wonders … at least for me. Otherwise you can have a small op.


Lionel   I’ve heard of the op …


Morris   (slowly, with warning) Yeah, they trim the prostate but in trimming you might lose your sex drive … For me I don’t care, but for some men it’s a serious decision …


Lionel   No, I wouldn’t want anything that would interfere with my sex drive …


Debby   Sex drive?! Hahahaha! Tell me about it … Who are you saving it for? Have the op … Believe me, I won’t miss the sex drive – hahaha – but I’ll get some sleep …


Lionel   Why don’t you tell Morris something really intimate!


Debby   Come on, we’ve known Morris for thirty years … Have a sense of humour!


Morris   Look, Debby, I can’t stay long …


Debby   Who cares how long! I’m not timing you, Morris … You came … That’s the main thing – you came … You made a mitzvah … Daddy would be happy …


Lionel   He is happy … Maybe he can see us now … Who knows these things?


Debby   (starting to cry a little) Whether he is or whether he’s not … Whatever he’s doing, God bless him … He’s happy …


Lionel   Listen, he’s out of his misery … I mean, Debby, why should he suffer so much? It’s best now he’s not suffering … 


Debby   Please God, please God, he’s happy …


Morris   He’s found his peace, Deb, and I wish you peace now … I wish you peace and health, Lionel … I wish also for the children … Mike and Shirly, bless ’em …


Debby   Mike’ll be here later, after work …


Lionel   It’s also a relief for Debby … The treks to the hospital –


Debby   OY VAY!


Lionel   – the waiting while he had the chemo stuff they shove inside you …


Debby   OY VAY!


Lionel   (starting to relish it) And then after three months of chemo, when he went white as a sheet, they discover that it had spread to the glands and then another op, up the neck …


Debby   OY! VAY! VAY! VAY!


Lionel   And then the radiation … Oy vay, I wouldn’t wish it on my enemy …


Debby   Gevalt! What that man went through …


Morris   (trying to change their illness duet) But now it’s over and your dad’s probably up there having a good laugh … seeing his friends … kibitzing … playing rummy …


Debby   He loved his cards!


Lionel   He loved them, that’s for sure, and they loved him … A fortune he lost … Like you can’t believe …


Debby   (sad and sombre) Listen, it was his weakness … So, was it your money, Lionel, eh? Did he put his hand in your pocket? So he enjoyed his last years with his cronies and a game of blackjack or rummy … He was a gambler … That’s our vice, gambling … The goyim love to drink … Some are serial adulterers and some beat their wives … But Papa, my dad – God rest his soul – never once laid hands on a hair of my mumella, Bella, my lovely darling mother.


Lionel   It’s amazing how important a man becomes when he dies …


Debby   So … What do you mean by that?


Lionel   What do I mean? I mean we appreciate them more … She’s so quick to jump down my throat …


Morris   (trying to change the subject) He was a good man …


Debby   When you close the shop, you lock the door. So you should also put padlocks on your mouth!


Lionel   Look who’s talking! Listen, dollalla, no padlocks would stop your mouth … ’cause like a Houdini, you’d break it! Ha! Ha!


Morris   He was a good man – no question – heart of gold …


Debby   Maybe, okay, he loved the spieler, the dogs and the horses and a weekly game of blackjack … That was his life …


Lionel   I’m saying that was his life … That’s all, that was his life …


Debby   (quickly) But the fridge was always full!


Lionel   No question …


Debby   Am I right?


Lionel   Absolutely! 


Debby   Mum never wanted for nothing … Nothing!


Lionel   Don’t get so aerated, Deb … I’m just saying that he loved to gamble. Morris, let me fill your cup. That’s all I’m saying … Don’t make such a deal …


Debby   It’s in the blood … The old world … The first generation, especially as he was a Romanian …


Lionel   They gambled, they drank, they sang like gypsies.


Debby   It’s not so much the gambling … it’s the getting together … it’s the excuse for a gossip. A bunch of jokers … rolling out their tongues like a red carpet. Anyway, Dad never drank …


Lionel   A bissle, Debby … Come on, he liked a schnapps now and then …




The doorbell goes.





Morris   Ah, they’re turning up!


Lionel   (handing him a plate) Sure you won’t have a cake?


Morris   I’ll take a small one … You got a small one?


Lionel   There’s a small one …


Debby   (shouting) Shirly, get the door. Can’t you hear the bell?!


Morris   No, that’s a big one.


Debby   They’re all the same size!


Lionel   Some are bigger than others.


Morris   Some are smaller than others … Ha ha!


Debby   Shirly, did you get the door?!
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