
THE  X  FACTOR
 [image: image1.jpg]A Play in Two Acts

Markand‘ Thakar




THE  X  FACTOR
 A Play in two Acts

by

Markand Thakar
A Skunk Publication
The entire contents of

THE  X  FACTOR
writing and artwork, are the sole creation

and authorship of Markand Thakar

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 

No part of

 The  X  Factor 
may be performed, or reproduced, stored in a retrieving system, or transmitted in any form

 by an electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recordings means, or otherwise,

 without the prior written consent of the author.

Copyright 2003 by Markand Thakar

[image: image2.jpg]



Printed (photocopied) in the

United States of America 

The X Factor
Act One – Scene One

The play takes place shortly after the turn of the millennium, on a weekday evening in mid-August of 2002, at the Ukrania, a former ethnic restaurant, now much like any typical, contemporary, Greek-American greasy-spoon. It’s located on a busy thoroughfare in Manhattan’s East Village/Lower Eastside. The stage shows a cross- section of the front of the restaurant, with the entranceway and a small part of the street to the left. The main focus is on a group of tables that, as characters enter, will be pushed together to form one long table.

It’s ten o’clock in the evening when the first act opens. Dory, a lone elderly woman (a local, born-and-bred, Lower-Eastsider, a hard-of-hearing “Uke” in her mid-seventies: she’s wearing clean, baggy, blue slacks; a heavy red sweater and a green knit hat – she has a shopping cart brimming with miscellaneous stuff by her side – which, when on the street, she uses somewhat as a walker. She’s an unschooled  artist, and having finished eating, she is seen continuously making crude, yet somewhat-appealing, naive, garish drawings of ornately clothed female figures (often with geometric backgrounds) on pasteboard  panels (up to about 2’ x 1’), using large, colored-ink markers. They can be seen propped up on a table next to her (the manager allows her to sell them to his customers – which she does, at five to ten dollars each, depending on size). 

Act  One – Scene one
Enter Ned:    He’s the first person to enter. He’s a man in his late fifties. Despite his having a slightly-bloated face and prematurely-white hair, he has a boyish and somewhat handsome appearance. He’s well spoken; a middle-class, non-practicing Irish-Catholic; New England-born; studied art in college;  does some painting and now earns his living in one of the many art-service fields. He’s dressed casually: slacks, open collar shirt, sweater, dressy loafers, and is carrying the morning’s newspaper under his arm. As he enters, Dory stops drawing and looks up, and breaks out in a welcoming smile. Obviously aware of her adoration, Ned, with an air of indulgent condescension addresses Dory.

Ned: “Hi, Dory, sell any paintings today?”

[Without waiting for an answer, Ned puts his newspaper on a table and proceeds to drag it towards Dory’s table.]
 


[Dory shakes her head, slightly abashed, in her street-smart, gruff, non-ethnic, New York accent –]

Dory: “Not yet, but I’ve had three people look at them; and they promised to come back and buy some. 
[Then, turning towards the rear and shouting –]

“I asked for a glass of ice-water and some napkins a half-hour ago!

[Turning back to Ned –]

“The service in this place is lousy – it’s not like it used to be – I had to send my  
   dinner back twice before they made it right.”

[She returns to her painting,]
[Ned Mumbles unintelligibly and nods in agreement, as he sits and begins to 
      
          browse through his newspaper.]

{The waitress saunters over. She’s in  her mid-twenties; the mini black skirt she’s wearing exhibits a shapely but slightly plump figure. Then speaking with a touch of a New York-Latino accent, kindly, but a little patronizingly –]

Waitress:  “Be nice, Dory. What’s wrong now?”

Dory:    “I asked the busboy, an hour ago, to get me water and napkins.”

Waitress: “Okay, dear. I’ll get it for you in a moment.

[Then, turning to Ned, in a matter of fact, but  polite voice –]

“Do you know what you want, or do you need a menu?”

[Barely looking up from his paper –]

Ned: “Let me have the broiled halibut, broiled sweet potatoes and a green salad with      blue-cheese dressing.” 

[Ned returns to his paper, and appears almost oblivious of Dory’s adoring glances. Meanwhile, a young couple enter and sit in a nearby booth. He: a shaved head and dressed in black leather; she: green hair, wearing tight, low-cut, bun-hugging jeans and a belly-button-view blouse. Ned looks up as they enter and gives the girl a going over – lacking lust, yet with a thoughtful yearning.] 

Enter Didi: She has that kind of attractive look of a Parisian absinthe drinker in an impressionist painting. She’s thin, to the point of being scrawny; of average height, is flat chested, has bulging eyes, says she’s twenty four – which she might very-well be; and if true – her lifestyle would account for her appearing at least ten years older. She’s fairly intelligent, has a slight Southern accent, is White-trash with a touch of the tar-brush; is a hooker and a junky who is known to swipe the tips off tables as she leaves. She dresses streetwalker-conservative smart (no hot pants) and sleeps, free-of-direct-charge, with Ned – whenever she doesn’t have a place to crash (an overnight stay with a john or a near-bum lover). Meanwhile, Ned is in denial: as to her whoring and of his affection for her and his need of her – which may very-well be love. For Didi, Ned’s her connection with what she considers the respectable world – but she’s torn between the street people with whom she feels accepted – and that touch of respectability that Ned offers her. 

Didi’s self-concept is so low, that for her it’s inconceivable that Ned wants anything more from her than an overnight lay. In return, Ned, as a preferred john, compensates her for the trick by occasionally buying her a meal and giving her a place to crash. When at his studio cum office cum living space, she’d get up early, go through his pockets but never take more than twenty bucks or so (enough for a quick fix) before leaving for Tompkins Square Park.  

Didi: “Hi, Ned.

[Seeing him sitting alongside Dory, who gives her a contemptuous glance, Didi deliberately sits at the adjoining table, away from Dory (who continues painting) but next to Ned (who pretends to be reading his paper.) Didi addresses Ned, as if in confidence, and out of hearing of Dory (who’s selectively deaf).].

“I’m glad you called me. You didn’t have to apologize. It’s not the first time a  man’s hit  me.” 

[After a short pause, Didi bends closer to Ned, and in a stage whisper –]
“You know, Ned,  I don’t like to ask you for anything, but I didn’t have the money  to eat – can you buy me dinner?”

[He gives her an indulgent and tender look – combined with one of doubt.]
Ned:  “What are you gong to have this time, champagne and filet mignon?”

Didi:     “All I want is a salad.”

[After glancing over at Dory to see if she had overheard their conversation and convinced that she hadn’t – with an amused and condescending air – while continuing to browse through his newspaper.] 

Ned: “Yeah, sure, have whatever you want.”

[When the waitress returns with Ned’s meal, Didi calls her over. The waitress looked over to Ned to make sure that he’ll be paying. Without a word passing, Ned nods his head, and Didi proceeds to order a lot more than merely a salad – the waitress smiles, looks over at Ned a little pityingly, and jots it all down.]

Enter Paul: He’s s slightly obese big-boned man, who, if he stood straight would be over six-feet tall. He’s in his late sixties, is a glutton, says he’s a retired university economics instructor, and dabbles in art. Artists, by their very nature, tend to be poor students, so his claims to having a Ph.D. and an IQ of 160, makes him highly respected amongst the group of middle-class, over-the-hill, wannabe artists who hang out at the restaurant. When young, he claims to have studied art, and he talks a good painting. His parents were socialists. He was brought up in a middle-class Forest Hills neighborhood, and still lives there. He has a tinge of an ethnic-Jewish, New York accent, overlaid with a professorial tone of superiority towards the lesser folks. Although all those claiming-to-be-artists, who congregate at the restaurant, know him to be a blowhard – they ignore it, at least in his presence. They’re flattered that such a learned man deigns to spend time with them. And, they’re loath to say anything to offend him. He suffers from the gout, and uses a cane, and  at times, also a crutch.

[Paul sits across from Ned, deliberately, and snootily ignores the presence of both Dory  and Didi – and addresses Ned  

Paul:  “I Seem to be the first to have arrived. Usually there’s a lineup of gray and white- haired men sitting at the table. [hastily adding]  Of course, I also fit the category.”

[The waitress returns with a large Greek salad, a plate with pork chops and fries, bread and butter, and a vodka and cranberry juice. After setting it down in front of Didi, she turns to Paul, who manages to ignore her, while waving her away. The waitress shrugs her shoulders and walks away.]

Enter Tom: He’s a tall athletic, somewhat handsome, elderly man with a well-trimmed beard. He’s been involved in painting (off and on) for most of his adult life, but worked in the printing plant of a now-defunct newspaper; and has recently retired. He has the nondescript, accent of a modestly-educated, real New Yorker, raised and still living in Queens – but planning on selling his house and moving way out on the Island.

[Tom, using eye contact and slight nods, acknowledges everyone present. Didi 
        moves further away from Ned, making room for Tom.]

Tom: “I would have been here sooner, but it took me fifteen minutes to find a parking place.”

Ned:  “You didn’t miss anything.”

Tom:  “You’re right, there’s not that much that happens before midnight. And I stayed for the last pose at Evi’s place. They had a nice model who took real good poses – and I was pretty inspired.”

Ned: “Did you bring your sketch book? –- if you did, I’d like to see how your work is 
   coming along.”

[Reaching down, Tom opens his bag and withdraws a drawing pad.]

Tom: “Yeah, I wanted to get some feedback on my recent work  –  I think I’m making a breakthrough [He continues talking as he passes the pad to Ned.] I’ve been trying to get more form into my work. But I want to try and keep it loose:  something like Bonnard.”

[Ned opens the pad, and gives each page a cursory glance.]

Ned: “This does have a little more form than your work used to have. But you’ve got  a long way to go before you come close to Bonnard. After all, Bonnard was an accomplished draftsman who was playing with color – and its luminosity – as  sunlight played on interiors – which he contrasted with that of the outdoors. I think it may be because you’re moving into a kind of realism – from a background in abstraction – that your work still lacks an integrity. It’s very free – and it’s painterly – but it’s missing substance. I just don’t feel convinced. Maybe it’s because it seems a little contrived to me. Getting back to Bonnard, I think his problem, if you can consider it one, was that he was too good a draftsman (which isn’t your problem). Occasionally Bonnard couldn’t keep from taking an academic approach when depicting certain objects. Of course, those few lapses didn’t make him any less of a major artist.”

Paul:   [Who’s been listening attentively to Ned.] “I can’t agree with you. I think when an artist relies on his ability to draw, it prevents him from being creative. Artists such as Bonnard succeeded despite their reliance on craftsmanship – which causes them to lose their ability to be free and create an original vision.”

Tom:  “That’s what I think. I’m not restricted by all that academic stuff. I’m free to experiment and discover all kinds of forms and color combinations.” 

Ned:  “I think both of you may be rationalizing your incompetence as draftsmen. The best either one of you are capable of doing is to lay in color on a canvas in a manner that gives the impression – that you know exactly what you’re doing. And, since both of you are doing fairly simple renderings of nebulous realities – your paintings have the effect of making a viewer feel that you’re competent and skillful painters. But, if you are, and if you’re being honest with yourselves, you’d have to admit that, as artists, you’re damned limited.”  

Paul:  “Of course we’re limited. I don’t consider myself to be an artist on a par with Bonnard – or Picasso.”

Tom:  “Neither did I ever say that I was that great an artist.”

Ned:  “How great an artist do either one of you claim to be?”

Tom:  “I didn’t mean to claim that I’m a great artist. I think I’m a good artist – and that’s all I meant.”

Paul:  “I don’t think that’s very fair of you, Ned. When we discuss our likes and dislikes of other artists, it doesn’t necessarily mean we’re comparing ourselves to them. After all, in the past we’ve discussed the Freud show at the Met – and even though we too draw from the nude, we never compared ourselves to an artist of Lucien’s stature.”

Ned:  “You know, if those big ugly paintings were done by anyone but a relation of Freud and a homosexual with Jewish ancestry, I don’t think anyone would have payed any attention to him – or his work. This may not have anything to do with either of your likes or dislikes of what Freud paints, but it sure as hell is the reason for his work being sold, and for its being shown at the Met. If any one  finds fault with his work it’s because he or she is sexually repressed, anti-Semitic or a gay-basher. And, of course, the opposite is true for galleries that sell his work and the individual collectors who buy it. –– In addition, it’s a big plus for the directors and curators of those museums that exhibit it – especially in New York with its big gay, Jewish and shrink-going population.”

Paul:  “I don’t completely disagree with you, Tom. Unless an artist has an international reputation, one that’s been substantiated for more than a generation or so, buyers of art tend to collect the works of people they relate to. But that doesn’t  necessarily mean that the work they buy is second rate. Besides, much of it, despite its being bought for non-art reasons, has developed a wide-spread appeal. So, in America, the land of immigrants, those with English ancestry tend to buy  the work of artists with names they relate to – and the same goes for those Americans who feel a kinship with artists they believe have Italian, Greek, German, Black-African, Spanish, Indian, Irish and Israeli links – or whatever ethnic, religious or sex group that they relate to. So if Jews, gays and neurotics want to buy Freud’s work, it doesn’t make them bad people. Moreover, since it’s money that’s always fueled the making of the greatest works of art – it’s just possible that the exhibitors and sellers of Freud’s art, are adding to the world’s store of great art.” 

Tom:  “Yeah, and who’s to say my work won’t be considered great. I’ve seen a lot worse than mine in galleries – and even in the Modern.” 

Paul: “Let’s not get carried away, Tom. The chances that any of our work will be collected to any appreciable degree are quite small.”

Tom:  “Maybe so, but I think what you’re saying explains why you put a price of sixty thousand dollars on the painting you have for sale on Gwen’s web site. You know you couldn’t get fifty bucks for it. So you might as well put a price on it so high, that you can claim that the reason it wasn’t bought was because your work is too expensive – and not the fact that nobody wanted to want to buy it – no matter how low the price.”

Paul:   “I’m sorry. Tom. I didn’t mean to denigrate your work when I said that there’s  little chance for our work to go over.” 

Tom:  “Well, maybe I won’t make it big. But I’m going to try and sell my work on the Internet. I’m opening my own web site. The way Gwen presents paintings can’t do justice to my work. And, ya know, I don’t care who buys them – or why they buy them – just as long as they get bought. Since I retired, I’ve been doing a lot of painting – and since I lost a lot on the market, I could use any extra money I can get from selling my work – no matter what the price.” 

Ned:  “That’s crazy. I lost a lot of money on the market also. But the chances of any of us making up for our losses by selling our work, are no better than if we bought lottery tickets.”

Tom:  “Yeah – you can think it’s a crazy idea. When your father died your lawyer talked you into putting the money you got into stocks.  – And that was before  the market took off – so, even though you say you lost over half of it since the  market hit its peak, you haven’t really lost anything. But I put my money into stocks four years ago, when I retired. What I lost was real money – not paper loses against paper profits. So I gotta try and sell my paintings – and anything I get will help.”

Ned: “You know, Tom, you really shouldn’t play the pauper. Your union got you a  good deal when you retired. And even if you bought stocks with the money you got, and even if you’ve lost a good part of it – between your social security, and  the house you now own outright – you don’t have a worry in the world.” 
Tom:  “Okay, so maybe I’m not ready for the poor house.”

[In the background, as the men were discussing art and their investments, Didi, having eaten her salad, and while finishing her drink, had asked the waitress to take the rest of her meal and pack it up for takeout. No sooner did the waitress, after packing it to go, place the package in front of her, then Didi got up, grasped it, and began to walk out.]

[Ned calls out to her before she reaches the door:] 

Ned: “Where are you going now?”

Didi: “Why should you care? You paid no attention to me the whole time I was sitting there.” 

[Ned gets up, whispers to her (inaudibly), but in a consoling  manner – and proceeds to walks out with her.]

[Conversation ceases, as all present turn to take it in.]
[Dory turns away in disgust and addresses the others – in a loud and coarse voice.]
Dory:  “I don’t see what he sees in that whore. He’s such a handsome man. He could get any woman – why should he be satisfied with a cheap slut like that?

Enter Howy:  He’s a man closing in on sixty who still has a boyish quality. He’s a neurotic, has a discernible, ethnic New York Jewish accent, practices no religion, is fairly intelligent, says he’s been in the service, owns an apartment in an East Village building that went co-op in 1970 – where, in lieu of a maintenance fee, he now works as the super. He’s studied art, has a fair knowledge of art history and art’s current trends, has modest skills as an artist, and paints a tight still-life periodically. He’s been said to be as tight as bark on a tree, but it’s his insecurity that makes him so frugal. He vacillates from being loud and confident – to being timid and thoughtful. He suffers from bouts of claustrophobia – can’t take elevators or travel by subway. But, all in all, he’s a very decent and sincere individual.
Howy:  “I seem to have missed something. I saw Ned and Didi outside – at first I thought he just came out to smoke, but they’re in deep conversation. And now I see all of you gawking out the window at them. What’s it all about?”

Dory:  “That whore came in here to bum a meal off Ned. She had the waitress pack most of it up and took it with her. I think she’s bringing it out to the park – where she’ll give it to her friends.– Probably because they get tired of eating the hand-out meals that the do-gooders give free to the bums in the park.”

Tom:  “I think it’s more like a lovers’ quarrel. You know – Ned has a thing for Didi. Yesterday he told us how he saw her talking on a phone – nearby on A. He said he followed her from a distance – as she walked to Fourth and B – where, she looked around before entering one of those not-yet-converted tenements. He said he waited across the street in a doorway – for half an  hour –  until he saw her come out with a man he thought he recognized from the park. She seemed to be having an argument with him, but after a few minutes the man pulled out his wallet and gave her a few bills. The man then went back into the building, and Didi walked away. Ned says he followed her for a block or so before he confronted her. He said she told him the man was just an old friend – and that nothing had happened. He said he called her a liar, slapped her hard and walked home alone.”

[Dory continues painting all the while.]

Dory:   “What did he expect, if he goes with a whore?”

Howy: “All I know, is that the other day I did a drawing of her – I used colored pencils – and it came out great. I let Ned take a Xerox of it – and he gave one to Didi. I don’t know if she liked it – but Ned said he really liked it  a lot.”

Dory:  “You made her look like a drug-taking hooker. That’s why Ned liked it, and she didn’t.”

[The conversation stops as Ned re-enters – he, a little embarrassed, and wanting to get everyone’s mind off his interlude with Didi, turns to Howy.]

Ned:  “Hi, I didn’t see you come in. Before you came, we were talking about selling our work and having enough money for our retirement.” 

Howy: “I don’t think I have to worry about it. I have a small pension, the house and the money my father left me – and, besides, I’m also doing the super’s job in my building – so I don’t even have to pay maintenance charges. So, as long I watch what I spend, I’ll probably be okay.”

Paul: “These days, only a fool couldn’t take care of himself when he gets old.” 

Tom:  “When I said I could use the money if I sold my paintings – now that I’m retired, I wasn’t talking about old age. I don’t consider myself old. I’m still in my sixties – and I can still play handball – and beat men a lot  younger.”

Ned:  “Getting back to art – we’re scheduled to have a show at Lincoln Center. But it’s such a lousy space, I haven’t decided whether I should show in it. It’s a lot of trouble to sort out the few paintings I’d like to show, get them ready and deliver them. And, it’s not really a gallery – it’s just an entranceway from the garage, leading to the stairs that take you to the main lobby. The only people that bother to even look at the paintings, are those who already know our work and the freeloaders who feel they have to look at them –so they can feel that they’ve earned their right to drink the cheap wine, cheese and crackers – which we all chip in for.”

Paul:  “Maybe so. But, showing there looks good on a resume. Everyone knows that Lincoln Center is an important cultural institution. And, since so few people involved in art ever bother to come to the exhibits there, for all they know, when you tell them you’ve exhibited there, they figure it’s a plus. After all, for those who don’t know any better, anyone who shows at a prestigious place like that – in New York – must be a major artist. So, all I can say, Ned – is, since you’re still a young man – if you want to be considered an artist, as we say in academia, you must publish or perish.” 

<>

The X Factor
Act  One – Scene Two
Midnight

Same setting – at midnight.

The following have entered in the interim, and are seated around the table.

Maurice: He’s a handsome man in his mid-forties. He plays chess in the park – where he’s a sure winner (but can’t win any major tournament). He deliberately (he claims) loses to any of the boisterous black ex-convicts (they learned to play chess while serving time – and many play very well) who hang out at the Southeast corner of the park. He’s the male equivalent of a J.A.P. (Jewish, American Princess). He spends an hour a week with his shrink – which causes him to acknowledge his failings – but he still can’t help bragging about his accomplishments (he tells of having minor roles in operas). He met Ned (who plays a fair game of chess) in the park. And, Ned invited him to join the art group at the Ukrania. The level of the accomplishments and intellect of the “artists” hanging out at the table is such that he feels secure.  

(Lynne (Jacqueline): She’s Long-Island born, a non-church-goer, appears of average intelligence, is often tight-lipped, about fifty – but looks twenty years younger (many women artists have been known to accomplish this). Everyday she’s out painting street scenes – which may be part of why she’s the most competent artist in the batch. That her work sells, albeit, at best in the very low hundreds, no doubt also accounts for their show of indifference towards her. Despite her being quite attractive, and her having been with a few of the less repugnant of the wannabes – she never got involved in a permanent arrangement. It may be because she won’t kowtow to the male egos of artists – especially those whom she feels are inferior – or it may be that the run-of-the-mill, also-rans that she’s been bedding down with are merely laying her to assert their superiority – while for her it might very-well just be to satisfy her libidinous needs.  

Gwen: She’s a woman in her late fifties, runs a web site for artists, has a pretty face – but is exceedingly fat. She was born in upstate New York, has no discernible accent – is a non-practicing Christian (she stresses it). She’s been taking art classes and hanging around artists for decades. Knows many insignificant artists, and but little about art. She runs a web site which  is said to be quite professional in appearance – but little if any art is ever sold through it. Nevertheless, it allows her artist friends to claim they are actively showing their work, and that they have an agent.

Sol: He’s in his late seventies, a W.W.II veteran (was a prisoner of war in Germany), has an Al Smith accent – says he’s a non-practicing Unitarian, is quite intelligent, argumentative and verbally pugnacious – and is not involved in the arts. Sol is seen standing – while talking to the those seated at the extended communal table. He’s in the middle of a monologue describing his time as a prisoner of war.

Sol:  “... moreover, the German army treated us well. And, when the Gestapo came around trying to find out which of us were Jews, they refused to give them any help. – I don’t know if you realize it – since few, or possibly none of you  were ever in the service – but, after you were sworn in, your religion was noted on your dog tags. So, if you were a Jew (and during the war there were a lot of us in the service) there was a “J” stamped on your dog tags, along with your blood type, name and serial number. So, because of the German army’s resistance to the Gestapo, none of us, at least from our group, were ever bothered by the Nazis – and we were all treated the same.”

Tom:  “It’s nice to know that they were good guys. But I have Jewish friends who’ve had their relations wiped out by the Nazis – and the only reason the Nazis could do it was because the German army, on orders from Hitler, captured the city where they lived – and the German army had to know what the Nazis were up to.”

Paul: “Tom, I know – because you were raised a Catholic, as was Hitler,  you feel you have to be even rougher on the Germans then we do.” 

Tom:  “Yeah, and he was also a vegetarian – and I am too, is that also the reason why I have to be harder on him than you? You know Paul I know your smart, and I respect you for your degrees – but sometimes I think you try to be too smart.”

Sol: “Wait a minute. I don’t need anyone to speak for me. I was a soldier – and all of us: Catholics, Protestants and Jews, who were captured at the Bulge, had surrendered as American soldiers – and no one,  not our officers or any of the soldiers thought about the religion on our dog-tags – if anything we thought of ourselves as a kind of non-religious, non-denominational, Protestant American.. And, all I wanted to stress, is that the German military, I didn’t say the Gestapo, only considered us as being prisoners of war. Maybe that’s some kind of warped sense of honor that they had – but that’s the way it was.”

Tom:  “Maybe Paul’s right, maybe I feel guilty – sort of by association.”

Ned: “Look – all of us who were born Christians – feel some degree of guilt for what happened in Europe. I know when I was growing up in Connecticut we were torn between believing that the Jews were lying about the Holocaust – or that they deserved it. So, if today, as fair minded and knowledgeable individuals we side, unthinkingly, with Jews – and demonize anyone who says or does anything that seems harmful for Jews, we tend to overreact in their defense.”

Tom: “Well, maybe so, but I have to admit, that there are times when I find some of my Jewish friends defending actions by the Israelis that makes me feel that the prejudice previously laid on Jews – has been redirected onto the Palestinians. – And, when I tell them this, they end up calling me anti-Semitic. But, I think – and mind you, I have some Jewish ancestry – that’s bull shit. Because as long as Jews – and the overwhelming majority do  – unquestioningly  support – financially when not morally, every action taken by the Israelis as they go about economically, when not physically enslaving the Palestinians – while using the Holocaust as an excuse for what they’re doing – I think they’re hypocrites – and if that makes me anti-Semitic – so be it.” 

[Pregnant pause, as all  who’ve been listening seem taken aback by the mention of Israel – which has, ‘till now, been studiously avoided.]

[All while the conversation’s been going on, Dory is seen packing her paintings and equipment into her cart. She then rises with much effort, and turns expectantly to Ned.]

Dory: “It’s been a good night for me, I sold three paintings – but I’m getting tired. And with all this army talk – I feel your shutting me and the other ladies out. So, I might as well go home.”

[The neighborhood can get dangerous for anyone who looks particularly vulnerable: especially young women, old folks and drunks. The police clear the near-by park out after midnight, and the displaced bums have been known to roam the streets: snatching a purse or rolling a drunk. Ned had been in the habit of walking her home (a half-block away). But often, especially after Didi’s been around, apparently because he gets annoyed with Dory’s hostile attitude towards her, he looks for one of the others to volunteer. As he sees Maurice begin to rise,  he looks up to Dory – ]

Ned:  “Dory, I’m a little tired tonight – I think Maurice wants to see you home.”

Dory:  [coyly]  “Okay, but I hope you’re not sore at me for any reason.”

Ned:  “No, of course not. I think Maurice wants the exercise.”

[Dory dodders around to Ned and Howy – giving each a big hug – waves to the rest, who barely acknowledge her leaving. Dory exits pushing her cart as she leans on it for support. Maurice, as he holds the door for her, nods to the others – and follows her out.]

[Lynne rises and addresses the others.]

Lynne: “I think Dory’s right. All this war talk is leaving us out. And, this guilt business does bothers me – because I don’t think Americans should have any feeling of guilt for what the Nazis did. My father used to tell me about the war. He and his two brothers were in the service, and one of them died at Anzio, and the other was wounded and lost an eye in France on DDay. And, even though my father didn’t go overseas – he served four full years in the army air force. It’s not that the murdering of Jews by the Nazis wasn’t a horrible thing – it’s just that my family paid dearly for their serving during W.W.II. And, since about sixteen million other Americans also served during that war, and my father told me that about a million of them were killed or wounded during the war, I don’t think Americans have to feel any guilt for what the Nazis did. – And d’you know, my father used to tell his kids about the Russians – who were our allies. And, he didn’t think that the Russians – who he said lost twenty million people fighting the Germans and their East-European allies – should feel any guilt. He said that if not for the Russians and Americans, all Europe would  have been  overrun and occupied by the Nazis. And then, he said, all of Europe’s Jews would have been wiped out.”

[With an apparent sign of relief, all eyes turn towards Maurice, as he returns.]

Maurice: “This is the fifth time I’ve walked her home, and she still hasn’t invited me up to see her etchings.”

[All smile – with some laughing – happy to have the subject changed by the joke – albeit at Dory’s expense: the preposterous thought that he, Maurice, could find her sexually attractive. An obvious attempt to impress the others with his manliness.]
Paul: “Lynne, getting back to your diatribe, what you’re saying sounds just a trifle too anti-Semitic. I don’t think you’re fully aware that until the day America entered the war, you had the German-American Bund marching right here, in open support of Hitler – and that great American hero, Lindbergh, blatantly supported the Nazis. And, even while the war was going on, my father told me how Jews were restricted from going to certain hotels or from living in many parts of American cities.” 

Tom: “Ya know Paul, I have to admit that I pretty much agree with you, at least to some degree, that anti-Semitism was around and still is, and I do think that it’s vicious – and totally uncalled for. But, how the hell can they, despite the deaths of those millions of Jews – all while their God stood by and did nothing, still strut around with their beanies on, as if they’re His chosen people. I’m sorry, but I think that anyone who claims to be one of the chosen is talking nonsense. And, because I say it, Jews, who’ve known me for years, tell me I’m being anti-Semitic – or because my mother was born a Jew, a self-hater.” 

[Tom pauses, and everyone, being a little embarrassed, pretends to be otherwise absorbed.]

Tom:  “Ya know, there was a time when I was beginning to think of myself as an Agnostic – but, in more recent times, I’ve found myself drifting back to Catholicism. And today, I have no doubts about it. My father, as a Russian Roman Catholic growing up in Russia, was aware that neither his folks, those who were Orthodox Russian Catholics or Russian Jews looked any different from one another. And, since all of us, Jews, Christians and Moslems take our in-the-beginnings ancestry from the Bible, that most Jews seem to consider themselves the sole descendants of those folks – makes it pretty insulting to non-Jews. And I’m pretty sure that includes Moslems, who also take their in-the- beginnings from the same Book. All of us claim we descended from Adam and Eve – and consider Abraham. as one of our own. So where the hell do so many Jews get off acting so damn superior – even claiming a racial  superiority – when genetically, they’re no different than most Central Europeans?”

Paul: “I hope you’re not rationalizing the cruelty imposed on Jews because of their religious beliefs. Forgetting all about the Holocaust, I don’t think that you’re fully aware of the constant little, and not so little insults that Jews are subjected to by Christians – at every level: socially as well as economically. Of course, I must admit, that since I was brought up in a Jewish household, although with parents who claimed to be Atheists, and I was brought up as one, I was instilled, not as a Jew, but as an individual, of the need to excel in school. And, I remember that I was given a book that prepared me for an IQ test that was being given in high school. I was also taught the value of money. But, since I was  intelligent enough to get an advanced degree and earn a decent living as a college instructor – I didn’t have to compete on a day-to-day basis with others, whether Christians or Jews, to make myself  economically secure – but, to be honest, I think, if I had too, I could have  become as competitive – as the most aggressive folks of any religion.”

Gwen:  “All this soul searching has nothing to do with art. It’s because everyone here is supposed to be an artist that I come by so often. And, if it’s not your stocks, then you’re talking about religion, I wish you’d all just send in your payment for your listings on my web site. All you artists want to have your work on view, but few of you want to pay for it. I’ve been signing-up some art instructors from around the city – and they’ve given me slides of their work – but even they, despite their having a steady income, are slow to pay my fee. Some of them complain, because I take a percentage of the sales price, in addition to their having to pay a yearly fee. But if I didn’t charge a fee, I wouldn’t be able to pay for anything.  Because all of you put such unrealistic prices on your work, none of it is selling – and I doubt if it’s because of either the web site or the recession – the percentage of nothing that I get – is nothing. So I don’t know why any artists should complain about my fee.”

Lynne: “Well, I don’t mind talking about the war. But, as far as your web site goes, I don’t really need it – I can sell them on my own – at my price, and even though I paid your fee, you haven’t sold one of my paintings. So, as far as your fee for putting artwork on your web-site, I don’t think it’s worth it. Almost nothing sells, and even if someone buys a painting because of the way it looks on their computer screen – since they all use a credit card when paying – when  it’s delivered, and the buyer sees the way it actually looks, he or she cancels payment and ships the painting back to you – collect. And then I have to pay to get it back from you.”

Gwen:  “I’m sorry you feel that way. But I have more artists who want to show on my web site than I can handle – and anytime you want to have your work withdrawn – just let me know.”

Ned: “Look, if you people want to fight, go somewhere else. I come here to eat my dinner – in peace. – And, if we’re going to talk about art, let’s talk about it, instead of about selling it.”

Gwen: “That’s fine for you to say. You manage to live well without ever selling a painting – but if others didn’t sell their paintings you couldn’t make a living.”

Lynne: “Yeah. I do my own framing. So, I don’t need you. I also sell direct to art- buyers, so I don’t need an agent or gallery. But I still have to hunt for the best deals for art supplies – because if I didn’t, I couldn’t live off my art.”

Ned:  “You’re right, Lynne. And that’s why I do framing to earn my living. We all know that only a few superstars and a handful of academic hacks manage to live well off their art. But art schools and their teachers; art magazines, newspapers and their critics; art galleries and dealers; artist’s agents; art museums and their employees; art handlers and truckers; manufacturers and sellers of art supplies – all make the really big bucks due to the making of art. Framers also make a good buck from art, but artists like yourself, and there are a lot of you, either sell their work unframed or do their own framing. Besides I’m an artist too, and by not having to earn my living from the sale of my work, I can paint what I want.” 

Lynne: “I’m sorry Ned. But, sometimes I get so pissed by buyers who say they like your work and then try to buy it at a price that barely covers my costs, that I get mad at everyone who makes a living off what artists do.”

Ned:  “Forget it. I know how you feel  I’m a better artist than a framer, but I can’t live off the sale of my art.”

Tom: “The government should support the artists. That’s what FDR did during the depression.”

Paul: “Maybe so. But those artists were hired by the government to give a sop to the more liberal elements of America’s working class. My father was a WPA artist, and he told me how so many of those artists were on the verge of joining the Communist party. And many would have, if not for the money they received because of Roosevelt’s social programs. My father told me, that he would have joined the Lincoln Brigade and fought against Franco in Spain – if not for the money he got because of the New Deal.”

Tom:  “Well I lost a lot on the market, and I can use the government’s help so I can continue to paint.”

Ned: “Tom, you’d paint whether or not you got money from the government. Many of the artists who benefited from Roosevelt’s handouts were already established – they had been selling before the depression. And, since nobody was buying art during the depression, there was a bona fide reason for supporting them. But you don’t sell now – and you’ll continue to paint – because you really don’t need government welfare. And, you know what, I don’t think widespread benefits to everyone claiming to be an artist helps serious artists or the state of art. There are no rules to art nowadays – so the dole would be strictly a political thing. So, who needs it?”

Tom: “Sometimes I think your New England upbringing, with its puritan work ethic gets the better of you. I can use all the financial help I can get – and I don’t care who else gets it.”

Ned: “Well, I was talking about the big picture. And that’s whether or not art, itself, and not individual artists benefit. In Holland, after the war, each year the government bought a couple paintings from any Dutchman claiming to be an artist. They were paid enough to live on. But, in time they had so many paintings that they no longer had space to store them – so they stopped doing it. And, do you know what, I can’t think of one Dutch artist who benefited from it.”

Paul: “Perhaps it’s the effect of my father’s having been a socialist, but I agree with Tom. At least when he says that the government should support the arts. And, maybe even if the money is wasted – it wouldn’t bother me. Because, I believe that any money spent on the arts is good – wasted or not.” 

Ned: “I can see what you’re driving at. Whether it’s wasted or not, just the fact that society cares enough about art to support it, is a positive thing, in general, for the arts.”

Paul:  “Yes, it’s a little like money that goes to folks on welfare – it really doesn’t matter whether it’s wasted or not. For the nation, as a whole, it makes everyone of its citizens a better person – not because it does or doesn’t help the poor, but just by giving, it shows that the nation cares about their plight; and that makes everyone into a better person.”

Ned: “I never thought of it like that, maybe Tom’s right – and my New England upbringing, with its stress on the work ethic, prevents me from seeing the uplifting aspects of a handout – whether it’s to the poor, or to artists. But, you know what, no matter how you rationalize it, I still think it’s wrong.”

Paul: “Well Ned, although I have no particular love for Islam, its followers give to the poor – not to benefit them so much, but because that’s one of the few requirements entailed in being a good Moslem.” 

<>

The X Factor
Act  Two – Scene One
Same setting – Ten months later – at midnight

Seated around the tables are Ned, Tom, Paul, Howy, Maurice, Lynne, Gwen and Sol.

Ned:  “I guess we should be happy as all hell that the assault on Iraq is over – and that, at least militarily, it appears to have been a success. But, now, since Bush has publicly stated that he’s running for president in 2004 – no doubt, so he can use his office to extract big bucks for his run for reelection, I no longer feel the restraints of enforced, feigned patriotism. I now feel free to say exactly how I feel about Bush and his unwarranted attack on Iraq – which had absolutely nothing to do with 9/11. Aside from his accomplishing any personal ends: those of a dubious nature, all he’s managed to do was alienate the rest of the non-Judeo-Christian and non-Anglo-American world – and not only Moslems – which would be bad enough.”

Tom:  “I know you weren’t for our going to war with Iraq, but after all, we did get rid of the murdering bastard. And, we’re now in the process of bringing democracy to the Iraqi people.”

 Ned:  “Oh, for Christ’s sake, do you really believe that that was the reason for the attack? Are you saying that this president, when as Commander and Chief of the mightiest armed force that the world has ever known, ordered the attack on Iraq – a nation with but a third-rate military – was concerned with bringing a true democracy to the people of that oil-rich nation? I should think that a true democracy would be the last thing that Bush would tout. After all, his brother fixed the election for him in Florida – and it was then validated by a Supreme Court controlled by a majority with Neanderthal mentalities. His election was hardly the result of a true democracy in action.”

Tom: “Look, I’m not going to defend him, I don’t like him either. He’s a man with limited intelligence and limitless power. And, with his total lack of empathy for the less-than wealthy, he has all the makings of a tyrant  And I can’t help feeling that, despite those three C’s: Condoleeza, Clarence and the good-cop Colin, all in goose-step with him – that at heart he’s a racist. But, even though I think his invasion of Iraq was due to his greed and religion-based, racist mentality, I still think it was a good thing that we got rid of Sadam. And, it was done with little loss of American life.” 

Ned:  “I should hope so. After all, this president who sent our soldiers to Iraq, had in the past asked his papa to help him join what used to be known as the Home Guard – all to keep him out of harms way – in Vietnam. Moreover, there are many who feel that his attack on Iraq was really motivated by his need to establish a macho cover-up for his running away, wimp-like, from Washington on 9/11. And remember, even if American casualties were relatively low, hundreds if not thousands of our troops were and still are in the process of being killed and wounded as we go about killing-off those thousands of poor Iraqi bastards who were and still are making a feeble attempt to maintain the arrogant, yet hapless regime of Sadam Husain. Let’s not forget, that by the time Bush, Texas-posse-like, sent American troops, along with the tag-along Brits (all armed with the world’s most advanced weaponry) into Iraq, that oil-rich nation had already been reduced militarily to the point where its army was no more of a threat than Argentina’s army was in the Falklands for the Brits under Thatcher – or for the American troops sent into Granada by Reagan. For whatever my feelings are about papa Bush, at least he was involved in a real war. In but one battle, like Iwo Jima or Guadalcanal during W.W.II – American troops faced a truly formidable foe – not the poorly-armed, ragtag hangers-on of a undefendable Iraq.” 

Paul:  “I don’t wish to make light of what you’re saying, but I think you’re comparing apples and oranges. There’s no question that this was no W.W.III. By your comparing W.W.II to the Iraqi action – it’s like comparing the works of artists of a bygone era – with the artwork of contemporary artists. And, realistically, since there are so many variables to consider, it’s not really possible to compare them.”

Lynne:  (Taking advantage of a short pause, Lynne stands up and confronts the men.)
“I don’t see the connection between art and the invasion of Iraq, but I’m glad you brought the conversation back to art. Since woman play such a minor role in warfare (although we produce its cannon fodder), I don’t feel right in voicing my opinion when the moralized killing in wartime is being discussed – especially since I have no children to send off to war. And, besides, even today – it’s almost always men who lose their lives in battle.”

Ned:  “I tell you why Paul’s right when he makes the connection between art and war. After all the bullshit is shoveled away, art, just like the Iraqi thing, is just about money and politics. There’s no more of a moral principle involved in the takeover of Iraq, than there is in the making of today’s art. When you remove the hype, whether it refers to the making of war or art, it’s all about money and politics – just money and politics, baby.” 

Lynne:  “Hey, look. Just because I said woman tend to play a minor role when wartime killings take place, doesn’t mean I want you to give me any of this condescending “baby” crap.”

Paul:  (Addressing Lynne): “I’m sure that Ned had no intention to insult women – he’s surely not a sexist. I believe he merely wanted to stress his contempt for the politics and greed that permeates the activities of the art market, which he perceives parallels the doings of the Bush administration. (Then, turning to Ned): Getting back to the equating of any aspect of Art to the Iraqi war – I must admit tends to confuse the issues. As an artist, I feel that the making of art is a manifestation of mankind’s greatest achievements: ones that transcend the mundane aspects of life – and of course, is therefore a laudatory endeavor. Whereas, the making of war, unless in defense of one’s freedom and loved ones, is the very negation of our civility – and hardly worthy of praise.”

Lynne: “Paul, don’t turn away from me as if I’m too dumb to understand the more highfalutin stuff you’re spouting. It’s obvious that I’m not involved in all this macho stuff that men are. But killing is killing, and it’s wrong – especially in a war of aggression. As an act of self-defense, it may be the only reasons that may justify it – and even then, deadly force should be used only if absolutely necessary.” 

Gwen:  “You artists really annoy me. All you ever talk to me about – is how much money you can get for your paintings. But now you make out that greed is a sinful act. Idealism is what you pretend to be motivated by: always claiming that the making of art is your gift to society. What hypocrisy! Come off it! You people are as money-hungry as the Bush people who fostered the attack on Iraq – at least they don’t make any bones about it.” 

Paul:  “I can understand your displeasure, Gwen. But, first I’d like to correct you on the question of our being told the truth about the Iraq business. We were never told the real reasons for our invasion of that country. As to our involvement, as artists,  with money matters, it’s because the value of those high-tech stocks listed on NASDAQ fell so precipitously. And, this does make the prices we expected to receive for our work seem totally unrealistic. But, since so many of us have lost considerably on the stock market, you must understand that our need to sell is not due to avarice, but due to an attempt to maintain our income level. Moreover, hypocrisy and greed are hardly sins engaged in only by artists and the Bush people.”

Gwen:  Paul, sometimes I have great difficulty understanding you. I guess what you’re saying is that greed and hypocrisy are so universally practiced that it makes a hypocrite a moral person. And, if that’s so, I can’t see how any of you can find fault with America’s conquest of Iraq. After all, evidence of our hypocrisy and greed, as we go about divvying up Iraq’s oil wealth, is only too evident. Everybody’s a sleaze – so, why not us? If everyone’s a sleaze than being a murdering sleaze is hardly an overly immoral pastime.”

Lynne:  “Here I’m blaming the men for talking about war, because it leaves us out, and now you’re doing the same damn thing.”

Gwen:  “I am concerned about the war. I may be a woman, but I’m also involved in the business of trying to sell the work of you artists. And, in case you don’t realize it, selling art these days is not easy. And the war, the economy, and the anti-art mentality of the Bush people doesn’t make it any easier. These days, people don’t buy art because they like it. They don’t even buy it because the colors in it match those of their drapes. They buy it like a lottery ticket, in the hope that it’ll make them rich. And so, when we go about trying to sell your stuff, we don’t talk about the quality of your work – anyhow, these days there’s no criteria to judge it by – instead, we have to sell your work by building up your persona – so that it’s interesting enough to make buying your artwork a good investment. And, ya know what, there’s not one of you who have a persona I can sell. So if you want me to be able to get a good price for your work, you’ll have to become famous, or even infamous – but do something besides paint, show in restaurants and third rate galleries and hangout in a greasy-spoon. And even if you get a name for
 yourself, unless you’re damn lucky, or have the right connections, it won’t be until long 
after you’re dead and buried, that the art-things of your making – ones that I was able to sell for even a few hundred dollars, at most – could possibly be worth anything at all – let alone the millions that could make the buyers rich. So, all of you had better forget about your work hanging in museums or your heirs becoming millionaires. So, either get off your cans and do something, or else, just relax and take pleasure in what you’re doing now.” 

Lynne:   “I work hard. I go out painting every day. I lug my fully-loaded French easel and a couple canvases an average of half-a-mile to find a scene I want to paint. Then, when I’m hungry, or nature calls, I have to pack everything up and drag it to a pizza parlor or falafel joint with a john – and then, after eating and whatever, go back and set up all over again. I do this because I like what I’m doing. I also expect to earn my living as an artist. And if I make a few hundred dollars from a painting – I’m happy. But even when asking only a few hundred dollars for a painting, and even when a prospective buyer likes it, they try to Jew me down.”

Paul:  “I wish you wouldn’t use that term. It’s a stereo-typical caricature of Jews as chiselers that’s been fostered by bigots. I’ve noticed that when Christian friends of mine dicker with a vender, and get a better price, they consider themselves resourceful. If I do it I’m considered a chiseler – and probably a cheap Jew.”

Lynne:  “I’m sorry Paul, I really didn’t mean to offend. It’s just a term that was used by everyone, when I was growing up on the Island.. We used so many terms like that, without realizing what they really meant.”

Tom: Ya know Lynne, I grew up in Brooklyn, and I know just what you mean. We drank Dago-red; ate at the Chinks had friends who were shanty-Irish, Greasers and dumb-Polacks; Jungle Bunnies lived in Harlem; if you asked for the return of a loan you were an Injun-giver; when we played Chinese handball, we called an odd ball that popped up from the corner a Hindu, Red heads were supposed to be hot; we referred to Rebs; White Trash; Hill-Billies, frogs and Krauts – as well as Jewing-down the price. And, we didn’t think we were being bigoted – and ya know what? we weren’t – at least we weren’t conscious that we were. But, once people became aware of what happened to the Jews in Europe, decent people stopped using any derogatory references to Jews. So I think we should all make a conscious effort to exclude Jewing-down from our vocabularies. These days, it’s really the kind of stuff that we only hear from Arabs, Moslems, Palestinians and neo-Nazis.”

Lynne:  “Jesus! What the hell are you doing? Are you calling me a bigot. I didn’t mean anything by it. Let’s forget it. I hate haggling over the price of my paintings. I price them very reasonably – yet everyone, and I’m not talking about Jews, although I can’t exclude them, always try and get it for less.” 

Ned:  “Tom, I think you’re too influenced by your mother. When she married your father, she may have agreed to have her children baptized as Catholics, but every time you visit her family you get so bombarded with pro-Israel propaganda, that you lump up anyone who finds fault with anything that Jews or Israelis do as a sign of anti-Semitism – 

and then liken then to Neo-Nazis, Arabs, Moslems and Palestinians.  Although there’s no 
question that anti-Semitism exists, let’s not forget that many more American Jews are far more outspoken in there race-based negative attitude towards Arabs than there are Christians and others towards Jews. I’ve never heard you say one good thing about an Arab, or a Moslem for that matter.”

Paul: “Anti-Semitism has not been eradicated. Disparaging remarks about Jews, even today, aren’t limited to Neo-Nazis and Moslems. Part of the reason for its being perpetuated has to do with the way Jews are presented in some of the greatest works of Western literature. At best they were presented as forlorn outsiders – at worst sleazy money grubbers. However, I must admit, that, from what I see, many Jews seem to prefer to be mentioned disparagingly, than be ignored. And, although no morally upright person could be expected to ignore the Holocaust, when Jews use it as an excuse for an action normally considered disreputable when performed by others, it only works to affirm the predisposition of bigots. I guess you could sum it up – that as long as the acceptance of the practice of anti-Semitism is found to be advantageous for losers amongst both Christians and Jews – as well as Moslems and others, it will never go away.” 

Ned:  “Look, talking about Jews and anti-Semitism is entirely too controversial. As a Catholic, albeit, a non-practicing one, whatever I say can be misconstrued, So I for one don’t want to add to what you’re saying. I can be damned as a bigot, whether or not I agree with what you’re saying. But there’s one thing I noticed – whenever Howy is called on for saying something stupid, which is pretty often, he brings up the Holocaust, Anti-Semitism, poor Israel, the Dreyfus business – along with an excuse for mentioning his paintings.”

Howy:  “I don’t think that’s fair. And even if it’s true, I think that your being aware of it, says something.” 

Paul:  “Well Howy, you just proved him right. But this doesn’t make you, or even other Jews unique for using something as horrible as the Holocaust as a convenient excuse. Centuries of slavery and segregation for Blacks; of massacre and plundering for Amerinds; of debasing victimization for Latinos; persecution, hate-based isolation and even murder for homosexuals have all been used as excuses for one form or another of antisocial behavior by some members of those groups. So, since I believe that we Jews are no different than any other folks, I can’t see that it makes us any less upstanding, if we too use a catastrophic happening to our people, as an excuse. for our shortcomings as individuals. Moreover, I must admit, that Jews, as Westerners, benefited damn-near-as-much from the policies and practices of Europe’s racist, Judeo-Christian colonizers as the most bigoted Texan, redneck, slave owner or murdering pioneer. All immigrants were beneficiaries of those early race-rationalized policies – which, for the most part are continuing to this day.”

Howy:  “You know what Paul, I think you’re as anti-Semitic as Arafat. How can you possibly state that Jews were in any way responsible for segregation, the plundering of Indian lands, or bigoted actions against gays and Latinos?”

Paul: “I didn’t say that they were responsible – I said that they benefited from those activities. But I for one can’t say that by wealthy Jews, like the Rothschilds’ having 
loaned megabucks to the Brits, that they weren’t indirectly responsible for the British involvement in the slave trade and the racist-based, murder-maintained colonization of non-European, non-Judeo-Christian peoples.” 

Ned:  “Well, now you see why I stay clear of anything that has to do with Jews. If you, Paul, a born and barmitzvahed Jew can be accused of being anti-Semitic, when all you said is that Jews probably benefited indirectly, and a few even directly from the horrors inflicted on others by the Christian West, then, what can you expect I’d be called for saying the same thing.” 

Tom: “Look, I always thought Howy was using the Jewish bit the same way Gays, Blacks, Latinos, Amerinds and now women publicized the ill effects of past prejudice in order to push his art. I think it’s wrong – but the art market being what it is, you have to do something to get publicity for your work.”

Ned:  “That’s because there aren’t any art-based criteria for art. These days, art is all talk. Most of the art that I’ve been framing for the past ten or fifteen years looks to me like self-indulgent scribbles by incompetent neurotics. There’s no structure, no drawing, no paint quality – there’s only MFA-rationalized self-indulgent drivel. Sometimes I feel that I’m merely abetting a fraud when I frame a painting so well that it creates the illusion that the work is a valid work of art. But then I tell myself that that’s what framing is all about.”

Tom: “Well, I guess what your saying is that framers, like portrait painters are no different from hairdressers and cosmeticians. They get paid for building up the ego of the client.” 

\
<>

The X Factor

Act  Two – Scene Two
Same setting –  One week later  – late in the evening

Seated around the tables are Ned, Tom and Paul
[An aura of pensive melancholy prevails. The restaurant is still open, but only the three men remain – every so often a busboy comes by with a pitcher to refill their glasses. The seat where Dory usually sits is piled up with wreaths and sprays of flowers. On the table is a vase with a bouquet of roses and a large, prominently-placed candelabra with numerous flickering candles. A few of Dory’s paintings can be seen facing out towards the audience.] 

Paul: “We should think of this merely as an example of our transitory state and the fragility of the human race. Dory’s existence had a bountiful reality. At least she inferred as much. Obviously, when young, she was quite comely. Moreover, due to the manner in which she spoke of her husband, it was obvious, at least to me, that they had a passionate and fulfilling marriage. And, when she mentioned his demise, she appeared emotionally drained – despite its having occurred in the distant past. So, perhaps, instead of mourning her passing, we should celebrate the life she lived – it was so rich – she had so many friends and loved ones. Her good will was treasured by all whom she befriended. Not one of the homeless who frequented the park – not even the most confused or violent amongst them – were known to molest her – or to even offend her verbally. She was accepted because they knew she accepted them. Even when playing gin rummy with her – they never evinced the slightest sign of animosity when she won – and she did so often. No matter how unlettered, and downtrodden the homeless – they were courteous when in her presence. One should think of her as the Mother Theresa to the ex-convicts, the homeless men and the downtrodden who frequented the park.”

Tom:  “Ya know Paul, even though this is supposed to be a solemn occasion, and we’re only supposed to speak well of the dead, I think you’re laying it on a little too thick. And that’s because you’re always carried away by the sound of your own voice. I liked Dory. I bought a couple of her paintings because I thought it would help her out by putting a few extra dollars in her pocket. But when you compare her to Mother Theresa – you insult me, as a Catholic. The actions of Mother Theresa were those of a saint. She deserves beatification and will surely, in time, be declared a saint. So, as a Roman Catholic, despite the sorrow caused by Dory’s passing, I find comparing the day to day doings of hers, even though she was a good person, with those of the saintly Mother Theresa, an insult to all followers of the true church of Christ.”

Ned: “Look, Tom, I know you don’t get along with Paul, but this is not the time for you to start an argument with him. Dory’s death has affected all of us. And whether or not you like what Paul said – and I also think he overdid it – that’s Paul (Ned makes a hand gesture towards Paul) – and if he wants to express his feelings the way he does, let it be.”

Tom:  “This has nothing to do with my likes or dislikes. And, it doesn’t bother me that he’s an Atheist who’s talking about Mother Teresa It’s just that I don’t like him talking about things he knows nothing about – especially when it’s about one of the most godly and revered woman of our time.”

Paul: “I don’t understand why you show such animosity towards me. I can assure you, Tom, that I meant absolutely no insult to either the pious lady or to the Catholic Church.”

Ned: “Tom, you’re aware that I was also raised a Catholic – though not a strict one. Growing up we hardly ever went to church – and after communion I stopped going entirely. And, I doubt if I’ll ever return. – I’d have too much to confess. Yet, somehow or other, I still feel that I’m a Catholic – but a non-believing one. And I think you’re making a mountain out of a molehill. It’s obvious that Paul had no intention to blaspheme – or whatever you want to call it.”

Tom: “If you don’t accept Mother Theresa as a saintly person, I don’t know how you can consider yourself any kind of a Catholic. –- And, d’ya know, even though you and Dory were real good friends, I don’t understand why, if you really think you’re a Catholic, that you’re not put off by Paul’s bullshit – when he compares her to that great benefactor of mankind and angel of mercy.”

Paul: “Tom, there’s no question in my mind that Mother Theresa’s helping those Bengali lepers was of a selfless and idealistic nature. Nevertheless, I must confess my belief that the financial support and ballyhooing of Mother Theresa as a virtuous and saintly person, which I consider irrefutable, had more to do with the hubris of the West, than due to the good – that we all agree she did.”

Tom:  “I can never tell exactly what you’re really saying. But, if it’s that she got money from her fellow Catholics to help the lepers, because it helped her to fulfill her obligation as a Christian – which is to convert the heathens, then I don’t see any reason to find fault.”

Ned: “It seems to me that few if any of those adorers of the angelic Mother Teresa – and I think Tom, that you’re one of them, are aware of just what she did. But, I feel that her admirable work with the lepers, during the first eighteen years of her stay in India, all of which was accomplished with the permission of the Brit Raj and the financial support of the Church, in reality helped only a tiny segment of India’s masses: Perhaps, as a means of putting Mother Teresa’s doings in the proper light, we should take into consideration, that during one of the last years of the British occupation of India, while she was helping lepers and assisting in the conversion of some Brit-made poor – three million Indians, in the same Indian state of West Bengal, where she functioned, were deliberately allowed to starve to death by the Brits. Now, every Irishman and American knows about the million of my forebear’s people who were knowingly, due to Brit greed, allowed to starve to death because they were Catholics. – And, every literate person, the world over, has been made aware that six million Europeans were murdered by the Nazis because they were Jews. But few if any are aware that three million Indians were knowingly let starve to death by the racist Brits – because they were only Indians. All of which occurred while Mother Teresa was administering to but a relative handful of lepers and while the Nazis were engrossed in carrying out the “final solution”. 

Paul:  “I’d like to add to what you’ve said. But, you see Ned, it’s just as difficult for me to speak negatively about anything to do with Christians as it was for you to refer to anything that might be deemed detrimental to Israel or to Jews, in general.”

Tom:  “It’s never stopped you before, so let’s hear it.”

Ned: “He was talking to me, Tom. But you’ve just given him good reason for his reluctance to add to our conversation. (Then, turning to Paul) What were you going to say about  the Mother Teresa mystique?”

Paul: “I had no interest in furthering the discussion about the good Mother. What I wanted to mention was that her doings and angelic nature were being used for reasons other than those of a spiritual nature.”

Tom: (belligerently butting in) And just how, and why was Mother Teresa used  – and, who used her?”

Ned:  “For Christ’s sakes! Cut it out Tom. I want to hear what he has to say.”

Paul:  “Thank you Ned. (then, turning to Tom) Despite your antagonistic attitude – I’ll attempt to answer your question., which I believe: was: why and by whom were Mother Teresa and her good deeds used? None of what I have to say is intended to make light of her contributions to the welfare of those impoverished souls who she was so dedicated to help.” 

Tom: “Why don’t you just say what you have to say, and stop all this bullshit.”

Paul: “Please, let me explicate in the manner I choose. – There is no doubt in my mind that Mother Teresa and her good deeds are being used by the West’s new breed of greed-motivated, neo-colonist wannabes for the purpose of blurring the memory of the humiliation and economic enslavement engendered by their predecessors. Today we see blatant attempts to re-subjugate militarily-weaker, non-European nations – especially those whose people never converted to Christianity.”

Ned: “Paul I hope you’re not laying this only on Christians. You know damn well, as you admitted, that Jews were involved – perhaps not directly, but economically, in many of the most nefarious doings of the West’s colonizers.”

Paul:  “I’d be amongst the last to deny this. The reason why so many Jews refuse to accept this fact, is due to their belief that it will just add to the bigot’s rationale for his unwarranted anti-Semitic tirades. 

Ned: “Yeah, I can understand that. But it does smack of hypocrisy when a Jew goes off about how Christians were so bad for using conversions as a means of securing the support of a colonized people – all so they could screw them out of their wealth – not that it isn’t true.”

Paul:  “I’m not going to rationalize the fact that there was a greed-based involvement by wealthy Jewish bankers and war profiteers. I believe Belmont, a Rothschild, made his fortune during the American Civil War. Nor can I deny that a Rothschild made a loan to the British Government during WWI, on condition that it support the Zionist movement – ergo, the Balfour statement (later euphemistically called a Declaration by Zionists to make it more authoritative). It seems that the Zionists wanted to touch all bases by having the leader of the corrupt and rapacious earthly British empire confirm the dictum of their God in Heaven – and bestower of their chosen status.”

Tom: “Because you’re an Atheist, you feel you can make fun of everything to do with religion. But just remember, the Nazis didn’t give a damn, whether or not you were an Atheist or one of God’s chosen. You could have been made into soap by them just as well as me, despite my being a Catholic, or my mother, who also thought of herself as an Atheist.”

Paul:  “I’ll be damned if I intend to have the deranged members of that Teutonic nation gone mad determine who and what I am – and how and what I think. And, if you’re so influenced by the results of that sick application of Mendel’s pea-based rationales for having deliberately – with Germanic efficiency – destroyed those millions of people related to your mother, that you believe you, your mother and I have something in common,  then that’s your problem – not mine.”

Ned: “Hey, guys, this is supposed to be a memorial of sorts for Dory.”

Paul: “Perhaps it’s Dory’s demise that’s the very cause of our rather raucous discussion. Is not the awareness of the mortality of man the very reason for the invention of God and the subsequent establishment and maintenance of a coterie of free-loading witch doctors  and their ilk. Can you imagine the rise in the unemployment numbers if God’s interveners were fired?” 

Tom:  “Jesus Christ, you don’t miss a chance to plug Atheism, do you?”

Ned: “I should probably stay out of this, but I must confess, not only did I stop being a practicing Catholic, but aside from considering myself an ethnic Irish Catholic – I haven’t even become an agnostic, or even a free thinker. I’m now, no more, nor less than an Atheist. The whole business of God, heaven, hell, confession, pope and priesthood – have all become no more than Mickey Mouse. This doesn’t mean I think Atheism’s for everyone. If belief in a God or Gods makes it easier for some folks to accept the uncertainties of life and the finality of death – than so be it. Today, because of my state of awareness, I’d be kidding myself. What I’ve come to believe is that I’ve always been part of this particular universe – and that I couldn’t get away from it if I wanted to.”

Tom:  “”I guess being an ethnic Irish-Catholic Atheist is like being an Atheist who’s an ethnic Protestant, Jew, Moslem, Buddhist, Hindu, Sikh, Confucian or whatever. But I don’t understand how an Atheist can account for the presence of a soul. And, anyone who’s been around the dead body of someone he’s known well, must have wondered where that something that gave the body its presence went.”

Paul: “Do you know Tom, sometimes I think that I’ve underestimated your intelligence. Your thoughts regarding the transmigration of the soul are at the very roots of theological controversy.”

Ned:  “Ya know, all of this started because you compared Dory’s angelic qualities with those of the saintly Mother. There’s no question in my mind that by your doing so you meant no disrespect for either her or the Church. And I find no fault with your assumption that the financial support she received had more to do with the racist rationales for colonialism, than for the propagation of the faith. And, let’s not forget, that the West’s most prestigious award, the Nobel peace prize, was given to the saintly Mother – and not to India’s Mahatma Gandhi: the moral force behind the peaceful ousting of the West’s colonizers – as well as the model for both Nelson Mandela and Martin Luther King in the their efforts to free the oppressed minorities in both America and South Africa. So, although I too think you went overboard when you compared Dory to the pious lady, I think it was only an error of degree – and hardly a sin required to be Hail Maryed away.”

Tom: “You’re worse than Paul. Because you were born a Catholic, you feel you can poke fun of it, in any way you want. You make me feel sorry I ever questioned Paul’s comparing Dory to Mother Teresa.”

Ned:  “For want of a better term, I consider myself an Atheist. I’m not an Agnostic, because I’m damned sure there is no God, and there’s no afterlife – at least in the sense that I have or am a unit, either physical or mental, that remains intact – either here on earth or up somewhere in the stratosphere or deep in the bowels of the earth.”

Paul: “I can’t say that I disagree with you in any material way. I think all religions, and by that I mean ALL religions, were created to give a purpose to life. And, this was necessitated by our becoming questioning beings. All of which occurred as our life expectancy increased..”

Ned:  “Sure, I can deal with that. It’s said that elephants are puzzled by the death of one of their own – and they can live damn near as long as we do now. And, I recall how some years ago, when I was still married, we had a cat that had her first litter. When one of them died, she brought it to my wife to fix. Death has always been a problem for all thinking beings to accept.”

Tom: “Ya know, you guys can philosophize all you want, but men far smarter and far more knowledgeable than either of you have decided that men have souls. And, I remember seeing a simple mathematical formula that proves that there’s a soul.” 

Ned:  “I thought that, as a good Catholic, I wasn’t allowed to question the answers to the questions posed in my catechism. And I don’t remember anything about a scientific formula for proving the existence of a soul. And since you now claim to be a practicing and devout Catholic, how come you found the need to substantiate your belief in its existence?”

Paul: “Count me out. No way will I get involved in this.”

Tom: “Just as well, Paul. But I’m gonna pose this question to both of you anyway. And, that’s what’s the “X”, the unknown in the following equation?”

Ned:  “Hey, I never took a course in math – and I don’t know algebra from Algeria. The only reason I stayed in college long enough to get an MFA was to evade the draft. I didn’t want to go to Vietnam anymore than Bush did.:

Paul: “ Tom, you never cease to amaze me. I never thought of you as a high IQ person who majored in Math.”

Tom: “I’m not. And, I didn’t have the money to go to college; or Bush’s connections and I wasn’t smart enough to get a scholarship for Oxford like Clinton. So, to escape the tail end of the draft for the Korean War, I took off for Cuba where the living was cheap. I stayed there until the war was over and they stopped drafting.” 

Ned:  “Let’s stop rationalizing the way we avoided the draft, and get on with your proof that men really have souls. But if you insist on showing it as an equation, keep it simple.”

Tom: “I think it’s agreed that when a man dies he loses his life force. And it’s that life force that’s considered our soul.”

Paul:  “Yes, I believe that those religions with roots in India: Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism have incorporated that supposition into their dogma. In those faiths, upon death the soul (or as they call it the atman) leaves the body and either becomes as one with another living being, or joins with the universal and eternal spirit (which I believe is called the Brahma). And, I might add, that by explaining the soul in algebraic terms makes completes sense – because that mathematical innovation had its origins in India.”

Ned:  “For Christ’s sake. Stop showing how smart you are, and let Tom finish. I’d really like to know if there can really be proof that we have a soul.”

Tom:  “Okay, If everyone’s through bullshitting, I’ll continue. This is how it was explained to me: If Y is the living being, and Z is the dead one – than it’s obvious that something tangible, an X which can be called a soul or a life force – or whatever you want to call it, exists.”

Ned:  “Okay, so what your saying is that Y: the living being, less X: the soul, equals Z: the dead being. I guess you could reverse that and say that the body plus the soul X equals the living being.”

Tom: “That’s just what I’m saying. And, since both of you guys think everything has to be scientifically accounted for, and since the unknown X (which I call a soul) surely exists – then X, as such, can change form – but it can never be lost. Now, tell me: how the hell can either of you say that there’s no such thing as a soul?”

[As the door opens, a gust of wind blows across the stage extinguishing the candelabra’s candles.] 
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