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A few notes from the author. 

M Words was originally conceived to be performed by a group of twenty women, each woman playing a single role or voice.  Part of the event is the witnessing by many mothers and daughters to the experiences of the dialogues, poems and monologues.  The performers are in one sense both performance and audience.  The audience should be close by,  and all the performers should be in full view.   This event is about the experience of mothers and daughters.  It is not about scenery, costumes, staging, or clever theatrics.   Professional acting experience is less important than a sense of humor, a recognition of the truth of the experience, and a desire to render that truth to others.  

The Acting Company of Roanoke performed the piece with twelve women and girls, doubling the voices so that some individuals spoke a poem/monologue as well as a character in the dialogues.  Many configurations are possible.

Experience has taught me that the piece is very funny.  And it also makes people cry.  No one should hesitate to elicit both the laughter and the tears.

The original cast included women from ages fourteen to seventy-five.  That is ideal.  The only prescription is that women who play mothers should have the experience of motherhood in some fashion.  All women are daughters.
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Mother:  (singing)

I've got those Mother Daughter Blues

They get me under every day

I got those Mother Daughter Blues

She's gonna make me pay

Goes in one ear and out the other

She never listens to a word I say

Daughter:

I've got those Mother Daughter Blues

Puts me down in every way

I've got those Mother Daughter Blues

She puts me down in every way

Her mind is totally made up

She never listens to a word I say

All:  We've got those mother daughter blues

Solo:  MIght as well be talkin' to the wall

All:  We've got those mother daughter blues

Solo::  You'll never see it my way

          We barely talk to each other

All:  You never listen to a word I say.

Accounting

My mother always explained herself

To anyone in charge

So I'd got into the habit

Of telling the butcher exactly why

I want six short ribs today

Instead of the usual four.

I am the victim of a hereditary tic

A nervous discharge of useless guilt.

Forgive me for I have changed my mind

To the check out priest and the bus conductor

To all lest they fail to understand

My mother's state of mind.

I stopped cold turkey one day in line

At the window of the Society Bank.

No question came, no puzzled look.

I crushed my desperate urge to confess

Three separate sets of monthly checks

And two deposit slips.

Today the airlines ticket lady

Was in no mood for talk

As we exchanged the baggage tags.

I saw she didn't care to hear

That I had moved and thrown away

The ones I had before.

A thousand wasted explanations

Frozen silent in the air

Like oaths of  Swedish lumberjacks,

To thaw in some neurotic spring 

The babble of my mother and me

Accounting for ourselves.

THE WAGER

Darlene--17 or 18, and Myrna, early 40's

Myrna:    Darlene, are you gonna take this stuff to the cleaners?

Darlene:     Why does she think I have it out here, because I like to look at it?

Myrna:    Because if you are I want you to take my winter coat with you.

Darlene:     She always does this.  I know she waits until I'm gonna do something and then she loads me up with her stuff.

Myrna:    I had the strangest dream last night

Darlene:     Oh, God,  another dream.  Is there anything more boring than other peoples' dreams?

Myrna:    I dreamed I was seducing my daughter's boyfriend.

Darlene:     I'm not listening.

Myrna:    He wasn't handsome, just appealing.  Dark haired, and lanky.  Like his arms were just a little too long, and he wore glasses.  He was nearsighted in a smart looking way.

Darlene:     Who is this?  I don't have any boyfriend like that.  And if I did I'd sure keep him away from you.

Myrna:    I didn't do anything.  I just started asking him questions, paying attention to him.  The way you do when you want a man to like you.

Darlene:    You want every man to like you.

Myrna:   It just happens.  Get them talking about themselves and they think you're really special.

Darlene:     Men are pricks.

Myrna:    He was sitting on a kitchen chair. His hands were big and he put them on his thighs just above his knees.  He could half wrap his fingers around those skinny legs.  Skinny, but muscular, stringy, showing through his blue jeans.  They'd be tough if you bit into them.

Darlene:     You sound like a cannibal.  I don't want to hear the rest of this.  Where's your coat?

Myrna:    We started talking, and then it seemed my daughter wasn't there any more.

Darlene:     What daughter?  Are you talking about me?

Myrna:   It was just him and me sitting across from each other in two chairs.   He said something sort of funny and I laughed.  He looked startled, like the cat when the clock strikes.  I've  got to watch my laugh.  I like that smart type.   I liked to watch his hands move up and down his thighs.   I could teach some sweet tricks to hands like that .  

Darlene:  I have to get going.  

Myrna:    Then my daughter was there again,  acting  silly.  I try to show her what to do.   I talk about the news.  Darlene never watches the news.  I never miss -- six o'clock and eleven o'clock.   I switch networks so I don't see the same pictures every time.   If you watch the six o'clock and the eleven o'clock on the same station they don't even change the stories. Like nothing happened all evening worth mentioning.  Shoot, it's still daytime out in California, and it's tomorrow in Russia.  A lot of things could have been going on if they weren't too lazy to find out. 

Darlene:     There is nothing silly about me just because I don't live by the TV set.  No smart boy is going to be impressed with what anyone can see on TV.  She has this idea of herself as some  briliant temptress, like they're gonna do a series around her life.  

Myrna:    When I'm in a room with a man and a woman, I go for the man.  I like men.  And they like me.  I can't help it.  When I see a man I always set out to show him the way a woman could be if he was lucky enough to know her.  I guess I'm competitive.

Darlene:     You sound like some macho guy.  I hope you've stopped talking by the time I get back... Goodbye.

Myrna:    I don't hate women, but I think women should have more fun with the men they've got.  Men have all got something they want you to notice.   Yesterday,  this guy came into the waiting room--I'm a receptionist for a dentist--with his wife.   I could see why he married her.   She made him stand out.   She was all faded, like a drape by a window with too much sun.  No style.  That's Darlene.  Darlene is smart, a whole lot smarter than me, but she lacks my style.  She thinks flash is vulgar.  Too much flash is vulgar.  I agree.  But style means putting things together your own way so they seem connected.  And that kind of flash is not vulgar.  That kind of flash is what gets their attention.   I don't just mean color coordinated.  Any fool can match up a green dress with a yellow print scarf or put some lavender pillows on a pink couch.  

You have to know how to ask certain questions that get a man talking about himself.  They all want to do that.  Or about what he does.  Or his opinion on some big  issue.  Or if he's not a talker, he doesn't mind being talked about.  Women, too, I guess.  But men, definitely.

I read in Cosmopolitan once that if you give a person a group picture and they're in it, the first thing they look for is themselves.  So do I, for that matter.  It's human nature.   And if you get a new phone book, you always look for your own name.  Well?  me, me, me, self, self, self.  The thing is, if you know that about people, you can get them to like you just by liking them.  And of course, if you like them, they can feel it, and everyone likes to be around people who like them.  So it pays off.  You don't have to lie.  Because if you like them, why not let them know?  And if you don't like them, you wouldn't want to bother.

In my dream I liked this boy.  He wasn't a little kid.  I'm not a child molester.  Twenties, maybe.  But the thing is, all the time I knew it was mainly for her.  If Darlene wanted him it would be good if he liked her mother.  I wasn't going to take him away.  What would I do with him?   But...he could transfer his feelings about me to her, like I read in Psychology Today.     Only it wasn't Darlene.  It was my daughter, but it wasn't Darlene.  It was a dream.

I like dreams, but Darlene doesn't.  If she has dreams she doesn't tell me.  Unless it's a real nightmare.  When she was little she used to dream the cockroaches came up from the basement and she'd come screaming into my bedroom.  It's no wonder.  Those cockroaches were huge.  I hated to go down to stoke the furnace.  That was before we got the oil. 

Jake had bad dreams.  Being called to a job and he couldn't find the address.  Or coming home and me and Darlene were gone.  Those are some he told me about.  He acted like the dreams were my fault.  That's called projection.  Darlene doesn't believe in projection, but I know it's true.  If you are mad at yourself, you'll accuse someone of something before the day is over.  That's psychology.

We get Psychology Today at the office.  Most people don't read it.  They pick up People, which I like, of course, but that's just  gossip.  Not that I haven't passed on some gossip.  Gossip brings people together, like soap operas.  You all feel bad about something together, and you all  debate whose fault it was.  Everyone can participate.   Gossip is the steel rods that holds together the concrete of life.   But psychology,  that's control.  Getting control of other people and getting control of yourself. I never miss an issue of Psychology Today.
Darlene:  You're still talking.  The stuff will be ready on Tuesday.  I need the car this afternoon.

Myrna:  One little trip to the dry cleaners equals taking the car for my only day off?  

Darlene:  You haven't even dressed yet.  

Myrna:  That's the Jake in her.  Rush rush rush.  No time to reflect.

Darlene: Any thing you don't like about me is Dad's fault.

Myrna:  Probably.  And everything good takes after me.  That's compensating.  Why not?

Darlene:  He's not here to defend himself.

Myrna:  Bless his sweet memory.  

Darlene:  That's why you have those dreams.

Myrna:  I thought you didn't listen to my dreams.

Darlene:  You and men.  Men and you.  Now it's you and my men.

Myrna:  You don't have any men.

Darlene:  I wonder why.

Myrna:  If you'd listen to me and not rush around setting everyone's clock all the time you'd have all the boyfriends you could ever want.

Darlene:  Having boyfriends is for airheaded checkout girls. 

Myrna:  People were meant to go two by two. 

Darlene:  Like Noah's ark?

Myrna:  Opposites attract.  It feels good.  It warms you up.  

Darlene:  I don't need a boy for a heat pump.

Myrna:  It's nice to see yourself reflected in a man's  eyes.

Darlene:  If they don't want to like me for what I am then I don't want them to like me.

Myrna:  I will bet you that if you pick out a boy and you want to have him like you, I can make him like you within a week.

Darlene:  That's disgusting.

Myrna:  It's called manipulation.  

Darlene:  I won't bet you such a thing.  

Myrna:  You don't even know anybody to start with.

Darlene:  That's not true.   I know lots of guys.

Myrna:  You let me at them.

Darlene:  No.  I can't stand it.  You'd fall all over them.    

Myrna:   You can't flirt, so you make out that it's all I do.  

Darlene:  I wouldn't lower myself.  

Myrna:    I'm sorry.  You have a bad self image.  You think you're not worth anything.  So you don't flirt.  Because flirting is taking a chance.  Toss  out the bait.  See what gets caught.  

Darlene:  I'm not fishing. 

Myrna:   Flirting is the appetizer of love.  It tides you over 'til the main dish is ready.

Darlene:  Where do you get these ideas?

Myrna:  I read.  And I think.  And I just know.  

Darlene:  My tabloid Mama.

Murna:  Now let's talk about the bet.  You just name the boy and I'll see that he's yours within the week. 

Darlene:  What if I really like him?  I'll be humiliated.

Myrna:  You're afraid to want something because you might get it.

Darlene:  How can I trust you?

Myrna:  We'll swear an oath.

Darlene:  Oh Mom.  An oath.  

Myrna:  Make me promise something terrible if I don't succeed.

Darlene:    All right.   All right.  You promise never to mention men to me again, or  give me advice about how to behave with them, or ask me about my boyfriends, or ...

Myrna:  You want me to stop being your Momma!

Darlene:  That's the deal, or I'm not interested.

Myrna:  Oh, Darlene.  I love you when you're determined.  That's my daughter.  Shall we cut little crosses in our wrists?

Darlene:  We can just shake hands.  

Myrna:  You have to pick out the boy.   Not some movie star, or something, now.  Someone real, around town, or some place I could reach him.  No tricks. 

Darlene:  A real person.  No tricks. 

Myrna:  I'll give you until Sunday.

Darlene:  And you have to next Sunday or hold your peace for the rest of my life.

Myrna:  I never felt so stirred up.  

Darlene:   Now can I have the car?

Myrna:  You can have anything you want. 

THE END

Elizabeth, 68,  and Margaret, 60

Elizabeth: I had lost track of her.

Margaret:  She isn't a key ring or a wallet.  How could you have lost track?

Elizabeth: We just didn't have anything in common any more.  We had nothing to say .

Margaret:  Her brain cells deteriorated so badly  she wouldn't even have known who you were.

Elizabeth: There, you see.

Margaret:  No.  I don't see.  She is your mother as well as mine.

Elizabeth: But I've been gone.

Margaret:  And I've been here.

Elizabeth: As I said.

Margaret:  And you've been gone.

Elizabeth: You can have it all.

Margaret:  How generous.

Elizabeth: I assume that's why I've been called.

Margaret:  I could have done that on the telephone.

Elizabeth: But you didn't.

Margaret: No.

Elizabeth:  And now I'm to guess why.  How familiar this is.   

You win, Margaret,  You're the dutiful daughter and I'm the callous sister. But she hasn't been my mother for the past ten years.

Margaret:  How interesting.  And who, precisely has she been?

Elizabeth:  A living corpse.  A pathetic stranger.  I don't know.

Margaret:  And what does that make me?

Elizabeth:  A saint, I suppose.  Or a martyr.  I don't know how you did it.

Margaret:  She didn't just turn, in one day, you know.

Elizabeth:  You know what I mean.

Margaret:  No, I don't know what you mean.  

Elizabeth:  I want to remember the best, not the worst.

Margaret:  When does one end and the other begin?   When she sat there in her sterile little room holding her purse, with her coat on, so I'd know she wasn't planning to stay.  On the days when she didn't know me?  On the days when she did?

Elizabeth:  I'm sorry for all that.

Margaret:  Of course you are.  Would you like these back?

Elizabeth:  What?

Margaret:  The gloves and scarves you've sent for birthdays and Christmas.  Where did you think she was going?

Elizabeth:  You could have used them.

Margaret:  The packages haven't been opened.  Give them to someone else. 

Elizabeth:  There must be a dozen or more.

Margaret:  She  weighed only seventy pounds at the end.  Her skin was so fragile she bled from the slightest touch.

Elizabeth:  This is a morbid conversation.

Margaret:  You've no stomach for reality.

Elizabeth:  It's not as if I thought she'd live forever.

Margaret:  How insightful of you. 

Elizabeth:  So she didn't read my last card?

Margaret:  Elizabeth, I told you she had been comatose for eighteen months.

Elizabeth:  Too bad. 

Margaret:  Too bad?  Too bad?  It's grotesque.  It's disgusting.  It's demeaning.  

Too bad.   Someone describes the bubonic plague and you say, " Too bad."  My dear sister, your mother is dead. 

Elizabeth: It's just as well, don't you think.  Her life had diminished so.  It can't have been worth living.

Margaret:  And my life?

Elizabeth:  Well, you're free now.  You can do what you like.

Margaret:  What a bizarre notion.  I'm free.  To start my life again at sixty-five?  Perhaps I'll take up painting and give Grandma Moses a run for her money.  

Elizabeth:  You like to travel.  You have your photography.

Margaret:  Stop it.  Damn it.  Don't trivialize my life.  I loved our mother in a way you can obviously not imagine.  You  went off and had children and a career.  You brought the babies in to be petted on holidays.  You sent postcards from your travels.  I was here.  Paying the monthly bills.  Burying Daddy.   Watching Mother get more dependent.  Terrified that I would come home one night and find her suffocated on the floor because she forgot about leaving the gas burner on.  

Elizabeth:  I said you were a martyr.  We've heard this.  It's not my fault you never married.

Margaret: But it was very convenient for you.

Elizabeth:  And it was very convenient for you.  You came home every night to Mother's home cooked meal and a clean house.  You didn't make a bed until you were sixty years old.  

Margaret: I paid for it.

Elizabeth: I won't continue this conversation.  I simply won't.   It would have broken Mother's heart.

Margaret:  Your sentimentality nauseates me.

Elizabeth:  I can't follow you.  Is this some kind of contest?  I loved my mother the most because...in twenty-five words or less.

Margaret:  You refuse to understand.   I haven't known a life without her.  She sat up every night with me, for the late news, drinking our silly little half a bottle of beer together.  Last summer I made her recipe for tomato butter and took some to her.  She couldn't taste anything at the end.   Except apple sauce.  Somehow she kept a taste for apple sauce. 

She watched them all die, you know.  Everyone of her brothers and sisters.  To the end  she wanted go back to the old home place.  Not the one we remember, the one where she grew up, farther up the mountain.   I tried to find the site a couple years ago, but I don't think there's any trace of it.  She told me things about Daddy.  How embarrassed she was when he first came calling in his big black cape.  How frightened she was for us when he lost his temper. 

Elizabeth:  I never heard  all this.  I don't know if I believe you.

Margaret:  I catch myself some days sounding like her. But I did everything I could not to be like her.  An ignorant country woman.  Mending our socks, making doll clothes for your daughters.  And now here am I covering the raspberries and boiling down the catsup, trying to preserve something of her. 


You, you all worshipped Daddy.  Me too.  Until I saw the price she paid. 

Elizabeth:  She lived for him.

Margaret:  She died grieving for everything she had given up.  The church.  Her sisters.  All she wanted was to go home.  It was impossible.  There was no home left.  How could I make her see that without killing her?

Elizabeth:  She died anyway. 

Margaret:  How can I believe she is gone?  While she breathed,  while her heart beat,  I could go sit beside her. I had her in my life.   And now I have nothing.  What a great leap there is between very little and nothing. 

Elizabeth:  I can't have known.

Margaret:  There is something ludicrous about a spinster Ph. D.   Sunday walks with the hiking club,  taking photographs on trips to India.  I'm a genuine eccentric. 

Elizabeth:  It's an achievement.

Margaret: Of sorts.  Perhaps I'll find a way to stop being angry.

Elizabeth:  In the end, Margaret,  it doesn't matter.  We're sisters.  We've never been friends.  Mother and Daddy were the only things we had in common.  Now they're both gone.  You won't let me pity you.  You won't even let me admire you or thank you.  What choice have I?

Margaret:  Take what belongs to you.

Elizabeth:  What belongs to me?

Margaret:  Your share in the death.  Your share in the end.  The finality.  You can't let it go with a romantic fading away.  You must put the dirt in the grave and finish it.   

Elizabeth:  Must I see her as well?

Margaret:  Kiss the corpse?  I don't think that's necessary.

Elizabeth:  What then?  

Margaret:  Sit up with the casket.  Talk to the mourners.  Attend the wake.  All the cousins will come.

Elizabeth:  I won't even know who they are.

Margaret:  Pretend.  You have enough superciliousness for that.

Elizabeth:  I don't deserve that.

Margaret:  She is the last of a line.  The last of her generation.  All her children and grandchildren have someone else's name. 

Elizabeth:  Did she care about that?

Margaret:  I care about it.  Me.  And I believe she would have cared.    She deserves the dignity of her children's mourning.    You must be here.  You must celebrate her, and you must take her away with you.

Elizabeth:  To where?

Margaret:  To wherever you have a life.  To the houses of your daughters and your granddaughters.  

Elizabeth:  You're a poet.

Margaret:  Perhaps.  You can forget me, Elizabeth.  But not her.  Not her.

Elizabeth:  Then  help me remember.  The garden.  The willow.  The fish pond.

Margaret:  The green tomato pies, the boiling laundry.

Elizabeth:   Making cider.  Sauerkraut in the basement.

Margaret:   Pulling weeds.   Picking up hedgeapples.

Elizabeth:  She never taught me anything about men.

Margaret:  Treat them like mad monarchs that you have to fool now and then.

Elizabeth:  What will become of you?

Margaret:  Precisely what became of her.  And the same that will become of you.

Elizabeth:  Is that why I'm here?  To be threatened with the gruesome picture of her death?  My limp body on a pillow and no spinster daughter to take care of me.  

Margaret:  I don't know.  I'd like to see you afraid of something.  No neat answers.  No slipping away.

Elizabeth:  Thank you.  Anything else, today?  I thought we were going to be friends.

Margaret:  No you didn't.  You thought you could trick me into forgeting the debt you owe me.

Elizabeth:  No.  No debt.  You got what you wanted. You got control;  my big sister is still being the bully.

Margaret:  It's probably my last chance. 

Elizabeth:  It's true I lost her.  More than once.   When I moved away.  And when she got sick.  And now.  But I'm not going to keep on losing her.  I'm not going to have you keep bringing her back to torture me with surprises,  with new pictures of how we disappointed her or made her miserable.   And I won't let you wave her corpse in my face to frighten me into pitying you.  Or pitying myself.

Margaret:  I should have known better.  Do what you want.  But take the scarves and the gloves.  Leave me alone with my grief and my bewilderment.  You don't understand it.  You won't understand it. 

Elizabeth:  Then what are we to do.

Margaret:  What Mother would have done.  Put a good face on it.  

Elizabeth:  If it's the best we can do.

Margaret:  It's all we can do.

THE WAGER  PART II

Darlene and her friend, Kristen, also 17 - 18

Darlene:  I can't believe I agreed to it.

Kristen:  Why not?

Darlene:  My mother and anybody I'd want.   There's no connection.

Kristen:  I like your mother.

Darlene:  You collect weird people.

Kristen:  Your mother is an American classic.

Darlene:  Like Coca Cola?

Kristen:  Like a pink cadillac.  The ones they give the Leslie Fay ladies who sell over a million dollars in cosmetics. 

Darlene:  Mary Kay.  Leslie Fay makes dresses.

Kristen:  Mary Kay, Norma Rae,  Nora Kaye,  whoever it is.  They write the name on the rear window of the car.  

Darlene:  My mother is the reason people can sell a million dollars in cosmetics.

Kristen:  Who are you going to finger?

Darlene:  What?

Kristen:  Who are you going to give her.  What guy?

Darlene:  I don't know any guys.

Kristen:  My mother would never dream of even being interested in my love life.  She wants to know what I'm writing for my term paper.

Darlene:  Your mother teaches piano and plays the harpsichord.  Mine answers the phone for a Dentist.  

Kristen:  My mother thinks men are nasty.  Useful, but nasty.  I think I was  a test tube baby.  Or if they did it it was behind a screen.  Like at the gynocologists.  Where they put so many sheets up you can't see what they're sticking in you.

Darlene:  Grotesque

Kristen:  I mean, really, didn't you ever think about it.  What they might be doing to you down there?

Darlene:  You have the crudest imagination.  No wonder you and my mother get along.

Kristen:  We could trade.  Your mother for mine.  You'd have to make your bed every morning.

Darlene:  So what.

Kristen:  Do you make your bed every morning?

Darlene:  Of course.

Kristen:  God.  I don't believe it.

Darlene:  She'd tell you her dreams.  And buy you grotesque shades of lipstick.  And read you your horoscope.  And she leaves articles lying on my bed like forty ways to make a man happy.  

Kristen:  That's better than bugging me about my SAT scores.

Darlene:  The only way my mother would know an SAT score is if  they wrote about it in Psychology Today.

Kristen:  What is Psychology Today?

Darlene:  Some magazine they have at the office.  She talks about it constantly.  It's the phase she's in.  She thinks if she reads a magazine about something she's an expert.  This year it's psychology.

Kristen:  My mother thinks you're a good influence on me.  

Darlene:  Why?

Kristen:  Now why do you think?  You study.  You're serious.  You don't fool around with boys.

Darlene:  I don't know any boys.  And they don't like me anyway.  Look at me. 

Kristen:  You have a bad self image.

Darlene:  I don't believe you said that.

Kristen:  What?

Darlene:  That's exactly what my mother said.  Don't start talking like my mother.  One is enough.

Kristen:  Do you want me to pick one out for you?

Darlene:  A mother? 

Kristen:  A boy.  You're stuck with your mother.  

Darlene:  For life.  What a thought.  You're stuck with your mother for life.

Kristen:  You could run away.

Darlene:  But she'd still be my mother.  Anyway.  Can you picture me running away?  You I could picture.  But me?  I don't do things like that.  I don't get pregnant, or fail biology.  I don't even cut choir.

Kristen:  I'm not pregnant!  I wouldn't get pregnant.  And I only got a D in biology.  

Darlene:  You know what I mean.  I'm boring.  And don't say I have a bad self image.  I'm really boring.  I'm boring to myself.

Kristen:  Jeffrey Chase.

Darlene:  He's going to Annapolis!

Kristen:  Not until  fall.

Darlene:  It wouldn't do any good.  He hates girls.

Kristen:  He's your man. 

Darlene:  He's working construction this summer.

Kristen:  He's probably bored out of his mind.  He likes physics and he was good in Latin.  Nobody is good in Latin.  My mother would love him.  Aargh.

Darlene:  Great.  Fix me up with a dork.

Kristen:  He's not a dork. He's just quiet and smart.  He's tall and skinny, and cute.  He's kind of muscular in a stringy way.

Darlene:  No.  Muscular and stringy?  It can't be happening.   It's my mother's dream.

Kristen:  What?

Darlene:  It's the boy she was seducing in her dream.

Kristen:  Your mother seduced Jeffrey Chase?

Darlene:  She had a dream about seducing my boyfriend, only I don't have a boyfriend, but the guy in her dream looked like Jeffrey Chase.  This is impossible.

Kristen:  It's Karma.  Do it.  Give her Jeffrey Chase.

Darlene:  I don't believe this.

Kristen:  Do it. Do it. Do it.

Darlene:  I don't believe this.

Kristen:  Congratulations. 

The Karate Kid

Barbara and Alice, both in their early 40's

Barbara:  I think I have to find a way to get Kerry interested in something else.

Alice:  What's wrong with  taking karate? I think it's great.

Barbara:  Have you ever looked at who takes karate?  She's the only white girl in the competition.

Alice:  What a remark.  I'm surprised at you.

Barbara:  This is Washington, D. C.  Don't give me your midwest small town liberal bullshit.

Alice:  Is she good?

Barbara:  She wins prizes.  She gets her belts.  It's very spooky.  She only weighs a hundred pounds.

Alice:  What does her father say?

Barbara:  Her father has gone to live in SoHo with his bleached blond weightlifing lover.

Alice:  Oh.

Barbara:  Oh?

Alice:  I didn't know.  Sorry.  It seems to bug you.  

Barbara:  You bloody well better believe it.

Alice:  I see.  Did the lover get her into karate?

Barbara:  Aren't you the Sherlock Holmes. 

Alice:  Maybe she'll win a scholarship.

Barbara:  If she lives.  Someone is going to break her neck.

Alice:  That's a little melodramatic. 

Barbara:  Don't tell me how to feel about my daughter.  What do you know?  Your daughter is married to a rich lawyer.  Her biggest problem is that the health club doesn't have a baby sitting service.   

Alice:  Right.

Barbara:  Didn't you just say so?

Alice:  Right.

Barbara:  She calls the police if a car overparks in front of their house.

Alice:  Right.

Barbara:  She checks with the pediatrician every time the baby sneezes.

Alice:  She has a nice life, I know.

Barbara:  You told me.

Alice:  I know.  I didn't expect you to use it against me.

Barbara:   I don't have your "take it the way it is, they'll come through it better for the experience outlook."  I can't be that rational.  Anyway, I don't believe it.  I think you're lying.  You must have laid awake at night sometime.

Alice:  Lain.

Barbara:  What?

Alice:  Lain awake at night.  Laid is what someone does to you.

Barbara:  Jesus.  Lain.  Lain.  Lain awake at night.  

Alice:  You should know about laid.

Barbara:  More than you ever will.

Alice:  Oh, shit.  The "cold, unfeeling Alice" routine. Alice doesn't like sex.  Alice doesn't care about her children.  Alice has everything easy.  Alice deserves a name like Alice. 

Barbara:  You're the same goody two shoes you were  twenty-five years ago.  The queen counselor of country camp.

Alice:   I just said I thought it was O.K. for Kerry to be winning at karate.  She likes it.  She's good at it.  Let her do it.

Barbara:  I am letting her do it.  I'm just worrying about it.  I get to worry.  It's my maternal right.

Alice:  You get to be jealous, too.

Barbara:  Don't do therapy on me.  I know how to feel what I'm feeling.

Alice:  His lover is obviously someone you both knew.

Barbara:  Elementary, Dr. Watson.  Let me save you the trouble.  He was my lover, too. Yeah.  No kidding.   No,  we never did it three ways.   I didn't know about them. Him and my husband.  Yes.   I am jealous.  I am also angry, hurt, worried, anxious, nervous, scared and nearly broke.  I don't need advice.  I don't need sympathy.  And I don't need condescending liberal bull shit.

Alice:  From someone who's never had any problems.

Barbara:  Right.

Alice:  From someone who's never been laid, or never lain awake at night worrying about her daughter.

Barbara:  I didn't say never.

Alice:  From someone who got through her divorce unscarred.

Barbara:  Divorce?

Alice:  Fifteen years ago.

Barbara:  Your husband is not her father?

Alice:  No.

Barbara:  Oh.

Alice:  Her father was...not a nice person.

Barbara:  "Not a nice person."  What does that mean?  "Not a nice person"?  You are infuriating.  Did he drink?  Did he beat you?  Did he run around with other women?    

Alice:  Yes.

Barbara:  Oh.

Alice:  Did you know she left me at fourteen to go live with him?  Have you had your daughter tell you to your face that she just can't be happy with you as her mother?   Have you looked that one in the eye?  

Barbara:  God.  

Alice:  Have you had to watch her pack fourteen years of her childhood, and your life, into a van and drive away?   Have you tried standing in the door of her empty bedroom night after night,  imagining what you could have said to keep her?

Barbara:  How was I supposed to know.  You didn't tell me.

Alice:  Have you had to be invited to your own daughter's graduation?  Have you had to make an appointment with her school counselor to find out where she's going to college?

Barbara:  Don't yell at me.  It's not my fault.  Why didn't you say something?

Alice:  Maybe I can't stand it.

Barbara:  I am scared every minute of every day that it will happen to me.

Alice:  Maybe it will.  

Barbara:  I put my daughter on that damn New York/DC shuttle every weekend with a bunch of tax lawyers-- who are probably all sex murderers and child molesters-- so she can  walk around New York with a gay middle aged man and his gorgeous AC DC  lover.  She comes home talking like Truman Capote and kicking grown men in the stomache.  I'm very confused. 

Alice:  I could loan you some money.

Barbara:  I've got a good job.  I'm just always broke.  Kerry wants, Kerry needs.  I buy.  I'm always trying to do it before Daddy or Bobby does.  

Alice:  Let them.  Do they work?

Barbara:  Oh yes.  Big money.  Very attractive.

Alice:  Do they love her?

Barbara:  Oh yes.  Very very attractive.

Alice:  Does she hate you?

Barbara:  What a shitty thing to say.

Alice:  Midwest, small town, liberal experience.  DC girls never hate their mothers.

Barbara:  No, never.  (sings)   DC girls don't hate their mothers




Heave away, heave away

Alice:  (cuts in singing) They hate their fathers and hate their lovers




And we're bound for Australia

Together:

Heave away, my bully bully boys




Heave away, heave away




Heave away, and don't you make a noise




And we're bound for Australia.

Barbara:  I wish.  Australia.  Stupid camp song.  I never understood that.  

Alice:  It's a sea chantey.  The "heave away" is for pulling on the ropes.

Barbara:  Christ, I know it's a sea chantey.  I mean I've never understood why I remember that kind of shit.

Alice:  Oh.  I don't think there's a reason.  It's just embedded in your brain for life.  To use at moments like this.

Barbara:  Like the multiplication tables.

Alice:  And Bible verses.

Barbara:  Honor thy father and thy mother.

Alice:   Like that.  Honor thy father and thy mother. 

       Suffer the little children to come unto me.  

Barbara:  "Suffer, " a well chosen word.

Alice:  In King James English it doesn't have the same meaning as today.    It means..

Barbara:  Stop.  Quit it.   Don't do it again. I'm not your child.  No wonder she left.  Were you always teaching her things?  Always?  Never just talking, and joking and laughing?  Never just worrying about her?

Alice:  No.  I was a condescending, arrogant, brow beating bitch.  What do you think?

Barbara:  Maybe you were.

Alice:  Maybe.  And maybe Kerry knew you were fooling around and her father was fooling around, and she started getting scared, and she started looking for protection.  Maybe she needs karate classes.

Barbara:  Maybe she does.

Alice:  Maybe this argument is more stupid than singing old camp songs.

Barbara:   Country Day revisited.  I hated you.  You had all the power.

Alice:  I know.  I was jealous of you.   You had all the boys.  1958.   God.

 Who'd have thought we'd end up meeting in a bar in Washington, D.C. 

Barbara:  A singles bar, please.

Alice:  Is  this a singles bar?

Barbara:  I don't believe you.

Alice:   No, truly, is this a singles bar?  I just came in here to wait for the traffic to clear out of the parking garage.

Barbara:  I came here looking for men.

Alice:  I'm sorry.

Barbara:  You think I'm pathetic?

Alice:  No, I mean, I got in the way.

Barbara:  No.  I just look for men to pass the time before I pick up Kerry at her karate class.  This is the first real conversation I've ever had in a singles bar. 

Alice:  Me too.  

Barbara:  Obviously.

Alice:  I am not a nerd.

Barbara:  No.  You are a liberal midwestern divorced mother of a spoiled daughter. 

Alice:  Do you know any unspoiled daughters? 

Barbara:  Us!   

Alice:  That's it.  Us.  

Barbara:  I'll drink to that. 

Alice:  Country Day Camp  would never have approved.

Barbara:  Except thot horny Methodist minister that kept pinching my bottom in the crafts shop.

Alice:  God.  You had all the luck.  It was your lavender shorts.  I remember your lavender shorts. I did not wear lavender shorts, and no one pinched my bottom, in the crafts shop or anywhere else.  I lead the songs. I built the campfires.  I was a good girl.

Barbara:  I wasn't a whore.

Alice:  If you had been I wouldn't have known what it meant.

Barbara:  It was a hundred years ago.

Alice:  It was yesterday.

Barbara:  You have a husband,  and I go to singles bars.

Alice:  Your daughter has a black belt and mine drives a station wagon.

Barbara:  No turning back.

Alice:  Thank god.  

Barbara: (singing) 
"I'll sing you one, ho


Green grow the rushes, ho

Alice:  You remember that ?

Barbara:  Sure.  I used to sing it to Kerry.

Alice: God.  (Singing) 
And what is your one, ho?

Barbara:
One is one and all alone and never more shall be so.

Alice:  (spoken) No, "ever more shall be so," not "never"



"One"  refers to god, and...

Barbara:  And what?  Go on.  I'm listening.  Why is it "ever" and not "never"?  I really need to know.

Alice:  Mmmmmm...


(sings)


"I'll sing you two, ho

Together:
Green grow the rushes, ho

Barbara:
And what is your two, ho

Alice:  
Two, two the little white boys


Clothed all in green-o

Together:  One is one and all alone and EVER more shall be so!

THE WAGER, PART III

Myrna and Darlene

Myrna:   Jeffrey Chase.   I need more than that.  Just his name isn't enough.  Where does he live?

Darlene:  You're not going to his house!

Myrna:  Honey, I have to meet him.  I don't do astral projection.

Darlene:  He works summers for Carmichael Construction.  He's going to Annapolis this fall.

Myrna:  A Navy man.  Is his father in the service?

Darlene:  His father was killed in Viet Nam.  He was a Navy pilot.

Myrna:  You know him real well, don't you.

Darlene:  He sat next to me in Physics.

Myrna:  Why didn't you ever tell me about him?

Darlene:  We're not an item, Mom.  There was nothing to tell.  Now I did my part.  You have until next Sunday and then no more men stories, no more articles on my bed.  Let me go to college in peace.

Myrna:  Where's the phone book.  There's no time to waste.

Darlene:  Oh no, Mom, you're going to humiliate me.  Please.  I take it back.

Myrna:  Go do something.  Get out of here.  You're making me nervous.

A SONG

Might be sung by anyone--a duet, possibly

M is for the million things she gave me

O is only that she's growing old

T is for the tears she shed to save me

H is for her heart, pure as gold

E is for her eyes with lovelight shining

R is right and right she's always be

Put them all together they spell  MOTHER

The word that means the world to me.

MOTHERHOOD

A not so young mother 

I don't believe anyone who says they love being a mother.  Of course certain women have made a cause out of motherhood.  They are competing for some world class motherhood prize.  They can recite the seconds between their contractions,  the exact moment of the birth, the birth weight in ounces, the first time the the baby threw up, the date of their potty training, the number of days between doctor's visits.  They keep this information for decades.  There is nothing wrong with all this.  It keeps them off the streets.  Everyone has to do something. 

I just hate it when someone uses their motherhood as if they had demonstrated some moral superiority by doing what cows and rabbits do all by themselves, in the field, and even clean up afterwards.

There is no inherent virtue in giving birth.  That is a biological function.  I agree it is amazing.  Even miraculous.  Also painful.  Personally I preferred being pregnant.  People were kind.  You got to sit down a lot.  You had a perfect excuse for not going to things and for leaving a boring party.

But giving birth is just show time.   What comes after.  Now that is worth discussing.

When you have a baby you don't do anything quickly.  If you want to go to the post office,   It's four hours of packing up stuff, hauling it to the car, getting the baby up, changing the baby, cleaning up the spit-up off the baby, changing your blouse so it doesn't smell like sour milk,  putting layers of clothing on the baby.  Cleaning the spitup off the clothes. By this time the baby is hungry again.  

You set out,  it's like packing up for a ten mile portage.  I wanted bearers.  I could have made a case for bearers.  They didn't have to be nubian slaves.  Just bearers.  Diaper bag, stroller, fold up playpen, toys, bottles, solid food, nose pump, baby wipes, powder, zinc oxide, kleenex.  

People do not like babies in public.  Babies do not like being in public.  They scream in public.  Babies were meant to have grandmothers and nannies.  Grandmothers for us peasant classes and nannies for the rich.  If the grandmothers don't want to be nannies they should be able to hire substitute grandmothers from the classes of professional mothers who are having empty nest syndrome.    If men can hire substitutes for military service, women should be able to hire substitutes for nannying.  

Is it possible that you like your children in inverse proportion to the amount of time you spend with them? Maybe there should be something like being frozen.  You could put yourself in storage for a few weeks.  Or put them in storage.  Maybe right through teenage.

When children hit thirteen they should all be traded.  Like baseball players. Other peoples' children seem to be great.  Other mothers think your children are great.  So everyone should just move their kids over one house to the right.  Return them for high school graduation.  Or just after the sophomore year in college.

I cannot imagine selling my children, but I have never been made a really good offer.

I used to let my two year old wander around through the grocery store while I shopped.  She hated riding in the cart.   Then I would act like I was panic stricken looking for her if someone asked me if that was my child.  She pulled cereal boxes off the shelf.  I didn't care.  Twenty minutes of screaming or pick up a few cereal boxes.  Easy decision.

I was glad I had a dog when I had a little baby.  It went around cleaning up everything that landed on the floor.   Every mother who has a dog knows this but never talks about it. Nowhere in Better Homes and Gardens does it talk about using the dog to clean up after the baby.  It's gross, but it's convenient.  You just call the dog and walk out of the room.  When you come back it's gone.  If company comes and sees the dog, you say stuff like, "Oh, my god, no Fido."  But you are careful to say it way after the clean up is finished.  You don't want to mess with the conditioning. 

Motherhood means you have a permanently extended right hip.   You learn to do everything with one hand.  You can even tie a knot with one hand.  With something tucked under your chin you can do anything . With one hand and something tucked under your chin you could repair micro computers.   Nowhere do mothers receive credit for this.  

Just at the point when you are willing to let other people hold your baby no one wants to hold your baby any more.

Christmas is especially wonderful for new mothers.  Every relative wants you to bring the baby to their house.   Everyone knows they are  the one the baby would want to have around when she opens her toys, which, in fact, she is completely indifferent to.   Whatever you do, someone is going to be mad at you.  It doesn't matter. The baby screams at every house anyway.  Or breaks the toys.  Or throws them at Grandma.  "What do you say to Aunt Sara for the nice stuffed zebra she brought you from Disney World?  Waaaah.  What do you say to grandma for the pretty dress with the pink socks and the apron I'll have to iron?"   Waaaah.   When they are really little they just chew on the wrapping paper and grab your eyeglasses.  And when they get older they grab the ornaments off the tree  or crawl into the bathroom and take all the cleaning supplies out from under the sink.  You catch them just about the time they've got the top off the Drano.  They get so tired they can't sleep, unless you take them out and drive them around in the car.  Then you get to someone else's house and it starts all over again.  I used to like Christmas.    But now, everyone just  gives presents to your child.  You no longer get  presents.  Or you get things like high chairs and toddler pens, and bottle warmers, and baby carrier back packs.  Don't you love getting dressed up at night so you can wear your new back pack?

No one talks about the first time you make love after having a baby.  Now there is a special kind of treat.   What has that child done to you?  Stretch you ten thousand centimeters and back, but not tell you what that little event has done to your nerve endings.   Whoa.  Surprise!  

I am constantly amazed that anyone has a second child.  It doesn't say much for the intelligence of our sex.  

HOT FLASHES

Gertrude, 70's and Janet, her daughter, 50's

Janet:

M is for the mammogram that pains me

O is osteoporoesis on the way

T is for the tubes I tied, don't blame me

H is for hot flashes in my day

E is estrogen I take each morning

R is round the bend I soon will be

To hell with all the crap, I want my mother

She never said a word of this to me.

Gertrude:    You never asked.

Janet:      I didn't know what to ask.

Gertrude:    And that is my fault?

Janet:      You could have warned me.

Gertrude:    It never occurred to me.  You are so sure of yourself.  What could I possibly have to tell you?

Janet:      About hot flashes, for one.  About bursting into sweat in the middle of a meeting and waking up in the night and throwing off the sheets.

M.  It seems manageable.

Janet:    It isn't manageable.   Why should I manage it?  It's not about managing it.  

Gertrude:    Tsk, tsk, tsk, tsk.

Janet:    That is so offensive.

Gertrude:   I beg your pardon.

Janet:      "Tsk, tsk."  My problems are not real.  Trivial.  Brush them off with a Tsk Tsk.   If men  had hot flashes they'd have had a cure for it fifty years ago.

Gertrude:     Do you have any idea how tiresome that is?  

Janet:      Have you had a mammogram?

Gertrude:    A what?

Janet:      I didn't think so.

Mother: Excuse me.

Janet:      They take your boob and they squeeze it between two sheets of glass with a clamp so they can take a picture of it.  

Gertrude:    They do this without your permission?

Janet:      They do it before they tell you how much it is going to hurt.

Gertrude:    Who is they?

Janet:      Doctors, nurses, radiologists.  I don't know who they are.

Mother: I assume this pain is necessary.

Janet:      I assume so.

Gertrude:    Then don't be such a coward.

Daughter:   Thank you for your concern.

Mother: The soup is boiling over.  Excuse me. 

Janet:      O.K., I'm leaving.

Gertrude:    You'll have to let yourself out.  And watch the rhododendron.


Janet:      That was Donald.

Gertrude:    No, it was you.  Donald scraped the Phlox off the rock garden.  Please, learn to take responsibility for your life.  

Janet:      I'm not going.  I'm staying for lunch.  I'll have some of your soup.  I want talk to you.

Gertrude:    You may stay, but not for lunch.  This is Thursday.  My guests will not wish to talk about mammographs. 

Janet:      Grams.

Mother: What?

Janet:      Mammograms.  From mamma, mammalia, organs for producing milk.

Gertrude:    You called them boobs, I think.  I recognized the part of the anatomy.  I simply didn't know this madeup word for the picture taking.  

Janet:      All words are made up.  At some point.

Gertrude:    Like "hooters," " tits," " jugs."  

Janet:      Mother.  Why are you being so crude?

Gertrude:    You think I don't know the words because I don't choose to use them.  Would you help me set the table while we have this talk we're going to have?

Janet:      Must you make it impossible?

Gertrude:    I suppose so.  I seem to.  Put the salad fork on the outside.  

Janet:      I thought it was for dessert.

Gertrude:    It's for salad.  It goes on the outside.

 Why does one have a mammogram?

Janet:      Don't you ever go to the doctor?

Gertrude:    When I am sick, of course.

Janet:      I mean to have checkups.  

Gertrude:    Doctors, I believe, require checkups so that they can have regular income.   Then they can speculate about all sorts of possible diseases, prescribe medication, demand follow up visits and order more tests.  None of this makes one healthier.  

Janet:      But it could prevent you from something serious.

Gertrude:    I find that serious things strike unawares.  That is what makes them serious.

Janet:      Are you taking estrogen?

Gertrude:    Not that I know of.

Janet:      Are you taking calcium?

Gertrude:    I drink milk.

Janet:      You're hopeless, Mother.

Gertrude:    Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?

Janet:      I'm going through menopause.

Gertrude:    I assumed so.

Daughter:   I need some help.

Gertrude:    From me?

Janet:      Why not?  What are mothers for, anyway?

Gertrude:    I would have thought  two children would have given you some idea.

Daughter:   Oh, I know about driving to hockey games.  Finding the matching sock.  Staying up late until the car pulls in the driveway so you can bite your tongue and not ask where they went after the hockey game. 

Gertrude:    I'm sorry for you.

Janet:      I was every bit as  good a mother as you.  I love my boys.  I just hated  always taking the broken cookies.  I hated worrying that I might not be eating the smallest pork chop.  I hated putting on my makeup in the car.  

Gertrude:    You are too old to still be complaining about all that.  You're going through menopause.

Janet:      Mother, it's driving me crazy.   Some days the rage is so intense I'm afraid I will strangle Donald.   And last night I had some sort of euphoria  dream about a high school teacher I had a crush on thirty-five years ago.  My brain is disconnecting.  I need some help.

Gertrude:    Get hold of yourself.

Janet:      God,  that's terrific.  Get hold of yourself.  Hormones are waging a drug war in my blood stream and my mother says, get hold of yourself.

Mother: Two of my oldest friends are coming for lunch.  They have to arrive in a taxi because one of them is in a walker and one of them has glaucoma.  They have had to stop going for walks for fear of falling and breaking a hip.  But we prefer to talk about politics and art and occasionally we play rather competitive poker.  Your emotional hijinks fail to impress me. 

Janet:      My emotional hi jinks!  Will I ever be anything but your sixteen-year old trouble maker?

Gertrude:    I ask myself the same question.

Janet:      Forgiveness isn't in your emotional vocabularly, is it?

Gertrude:    You're seeking absolution for a non existent sin.

Janet:      That's too neat.  Punish me with thirty-five years of guilt and then tell me I made it up.

Gertrude:    I have put that incident behind me.  

Janet:      No.  That's a lie.  It stands between us like a screaming child.

Gertrude:    What an unfortunate choice of images.  

Janet:      It's got to be dealt with.

Gertrude:    At the moment I am more concerned with scalding the soup.

Janet:      Damn you, mother.  Damn your soup.  I won't be reduced to being a fifty-year-old teen ager.

Gertrude:    You're doing a very good imitation of one. 

Daughter:   You win.  You win.  I'm getting hold of myself.  I'm leaving.  And I'm not coming back.

Gertrude:    Forever?

Janet:      Damn you, mother.  Damn you. 

THE WAGER, PART IV

Myrna

(on the telephone)  Elaine.  Help me.  You know Jim Carmichael at Carmichael Construction?  I've got to meet him right away. .. I don't care if he's married or not.  I just have to meet him. Don't worry.  This isn't about him, anyway.  Do you know that Chase boy who's going to Annapolis?  His father was killed in Viet Nam?  I don't know what his mother does.  ...That's O.K.  Just get me to Jim Carmichael.  You know you're never more than two people away from anyone you need to get to.  I read that in Business Week.   I'll explain later.  Call me with the time and place.  By tomorrow night at the latest.  Honey, it's life and death. 

Don't worry about the dream.  I'm not going to seduce him for Darlene.  I have a much better method.   I read a letter in the Ask Dr. Brothers   column that says that the easiest way to get two people to fall in love at first sight is to tell both of them that the other one is dying to meet them...  Him.  Her.  You get it?  You tell the girl that the boy told you he was dying to meet her.  And you tell the boy that the girl said she was dying to meet him.   It's obvious.  They meet each other and right away they look in each others' eyes and they see someone looking back who is thrilled to meet them, because everybody wants to have someone dying to meet them.  See, each one is excited to meet this person who wants to meet them so bad.   And that makes them prejudiced.  I mean prejudiced good, not prejudiced bad.  They are ready to like everything about each other.  Naturally, it could fall apart,  because he's some kind of jerk or his mother won't let him out of her sight or something, but it's good  at least for a short romance.  And there's nothing wrong with a short romance.  Especially in the summer.  Especially in the summer before you go away to college.  It's the least a mother can do.

TEENAGE

Elaine--late 40's,  Christina, 19

Elaine:  Teenage.    Mothers hate it.  Girls hate it.  Teachers hate it.  Cops hate it.    It ought to be illegal. 

I'll never forget the day I brought you your lunch and you were in the 10th grade.  The first trick was just to find you.  The school acts as if you're a child molester or something when you want to know your kid's schedule.  I just want to give her her lunch, for chrissakes.  Do I have some I.D.?  I drove over there on my way to work and I run in with the lunch so, of course,  my purse is in the car.  Yes, I locked the car!   I put my keys in my coat pocket.  I'm not that stupid:  So, "no, I don't have any I.D."  Do they think I have a bomb in a paper sack?  Yes, a small paper sack.  Folded up with two folds across the top.  One sandwich and three cookies.  So you can put it in your jacket pocket.  Like everyone else does.   I know the rules.  God, if the world were run by 15 year old girls it would make the Nazi's look like Captain Kangaroo.   So, I go back out to the car, which is a mile away because all these suburban brats take up the parking lot.  And I come back.  Now we have a different little spiky haired chickie at the desk because the bell just rang and I have to explain the whole thing again.  "May I have Christina's schedule so I can take her her lunch?  No, I'm not her mother, I'm a porno queen psycho killer.  She looks at my I.D.    "No, our names are not the same because I am divorced and I have a different name from her son of a bitch father, you nosy little tart."  No, I didn't say that.  I said very politely that I would like to know what class she is in so I can take her her lunch.

"English class," she says.  "Oh," I say, "and where is her English class? " " In Mr. Hartman's room," she says.  "Oh, and where might Mr. Hartman's room be, bitch.   "Room 324."    "And how do I get to room 324?"  I finally asked a cute brown haired kid in a red and black rugby shirt if he would show me, and, you know what?  He did!  

Only I wish he didn't.  There you sat, in the back row.  Slumped down in your seat.  Your shirt was hanging out of your jeans.  Your socks were pushed down in lumps around your ankles.  Your head was tilted to one side, your hair was hanging in your face, and your jaw stuck out like a street punk.  I stood at the door.  When you saw me you groaned like the executioner had come with an ax.  "Oh, no.  My mother," you said.  I just stood there.  You ignored me.  I stood there some more.  Finally you rolled off the side of your chair and dragged yourself over to the door.  I nearly jammed the bag down your throat.  "Here's your lunch," I said. "You forgot it."  "Oh, no,"  you said.   What heartfelt gratitude.  You turned around.   You slouched back to your seat.  I left.  If I 'd 'a  stayed I'd 'a grabbed you by the throat and slugged you.  Now that I think about it I should have slugged you. 

Christina:  I never forgave you for that.

Elaine:    For bringing you your lunch?

Christina:  For hating me then.

Elaine:   For hating you?   God.  you can't win.

Christina:  I needed your love.  When Dad left.  I wanted you to be there for me.

Elaine:    Be there for you.  Be there for you.  Where did you get that line?  Some TV actress with a big head of hair looking up at some handsome empty headed jerk .  Be there for you?  Like have oatmeal cookies when you come home from school?  I take shit because I leave work so I can pick you up at the swim meet.  But I'm not there for you?  I'm not there for you getting your dippy little cheer leading suit at the cleaners every Thursday because you're too busy planning the pep rally?

Christina:  It's not about dry cleaning.

Elaine:    It sure seemed to me to be all about dry cleaning.

Christina:  You never even tried to get him back.

Elaine:    What are you saying to me?

Christina:  I wanted my dad.

Elaine:    You had your dad.  You had your dad every weekend and any time he wanted to come over and get you.  You had his presents, and his money, and his car.  

Christina:  I didn't want his money.

Elaine:    You sure  fooled me.

Christina:  I wanted my dad in my house, at home, the way it was.

Elaine:    You have no idea of the way it was.

Christina:  Then tell me.

Elaine:    Oh, Jesus, not Perry Mason again. 

Christina:  That's such a cop out.  My dad walks out of the house and nobody ever tells me why.  You call him a son of a bitch.  Gramma  says "You'll know some day."  Dad says, "You'll have to ask your mother."  I'm not a child any more.  I don't slump in my chair,  and I don't have spikey hair. 

Elaine:    Your dad and I got divorced because of irreconcilable differences.

Christina:  You're kidding.

Elaine:    That's what the paper says.  Go look. It's written right there.  Irreconcilable differences.  I got the house...and the mortgage payments.  He got the car.  I got you.  He got child support.  I got another job. 

Christina:  It doesn't mean anything to me.

Elaine:    Marriage.  That's what doesn't mean anything.  Matrimony.  Matrimony.  I wonder where that word came from.  

Christina:  I think it has something to do with mother.  Because matricide is killing your mother.

Elaine:    NIce talk.

Christina:  I will find out.  In spite of you.

Elaine:    Possible.  But it's not up to me.

Christina:  Was he a mass murderer?  Is he gay?  Did he beat you and I didn't know it?  Is he a wanted criminal?  A drunkard?  Did he cheat on you?

Elaine:    You're getting warm.  

Christina:   I guessed, didn't I.

Elaine:    Damn it, Christina, he's your father.  You've got to love him.  It's not up to me to tell you stuff you don't need to know.

Christina:  But what's going to happen to me?

Elaine:    Everything I ever wanted.   Graduate from college.  Meet a nice guy.  Have a career.  Let me play with the grandkids.  

Christina:  There aren't going to be any grandkids.  And there's not going to be any nice guys.  No one is going to love me.

Elaine:    Something tells me this is going to be my fault.  Because I wasn't there for you.

Christina:  You had boyfriends.

Elaine:    Yeah, I had boyfriends.  Is that it?  Mom had boyfriends.  Is this about sex?

Christina:  Maybe.

Elaine:    I had sex with my boyfriends and you can't forgive me.  Now I get the game.  I give the answers and then I try to figure out the questions. 

Christina:  Maybe.

Elaine:    Did you learn this from your Dad?

Christina:  I didn't learn anything from him.  He left, remember.

Elaine:    Not a minute too soon.  

Christina:  O. K.  I'll say something, and you just nod if it's true.  Then you won't tell me anything, but I'll find out.  We'll both be happy.

Elaine:    This is gonna cost me.

Christina:  No,  I just have to know.

Elaine:    What happened to the problem of my boyfriends and ruining the rest of your life?

Christina:  We'll get to that.

Elaine:   I'm gonna regret this. 

Christina: You don't even have to speak.   One finger for yes, two for no.  

Elaine:    I could blink my eyes.

Elaine:    Mom!

Christina:  One finger for yes, two for no.  Ready?

Elaine:    I feel stupid. 

Christina:  O. K.  I'm going to give you a list.  One.  Is he a mass murderer?

Elaine:    No.  I mean one finger.  No two.  Wait.  One for yes? or No?

Christina:  One for yes, two for no.  Is he a mass murderer?

Elaine:    (holds up two fingers)

Christina:  Good.  I knew he wasn't.  At least I was pretty sure.  I would have known.  I think.  I mean, It would have been in the papers.  Yeah.  I would have known.

Elaine:    I think you would have known.  

Christina:  Don't talk.  Is he gay?

Elaine:    Give me a break.

Christina:  Is he gay?

Elaine:    No.  (she covers her mouth and holds up two fingers.)

Christina:  Did he beat you?

Elaine:    Christina!

Christina:  Did he beat you?  Answer the question.

Elaine:    (holds up one, then two, then one, then two.)

Christina:  He did beat you?

Elaine:    (holds up two, then makes one and a half some way)

Christina:  But I don't remember that.  What are you saying?  Could that have happened and I didn't know?  

Elaine:    Mmmm   (she shrugs)

Christina:  Mom.  Talk.  Explain that.  

Elaine:      Only once.  He hit me hard.  You were a tiny baby.   But I was always scared after that.  When he was drinking.  He once put his fist through a cupboard door.   I never stopped being scared.  

Christina:  He does drink.

Elaine:    (holds up one finger)

Christina:  A lot.

Elaine:    (holds up one finger) 

Christina:  It's strange.  He turns into somebody else.  He says mean things.  He promises me stuff but then he doesn't remember when the time comes.  He never came to my graduation.  Do you think he was drunk?

Elaine:    Can we stop this?

Christina:  No.  One more.

Elaine:    Christina, don't push your luck.

Christina:  Did he cheat on you?

Elaine:    It's none of your business.

Christina:  He did. 

Elaine:    It makes no difference.  If someone lies to you and you can't depend on them, what they lie about makes no difference.  After a while I never knew what was the liquor and what was him. The women were just part of the lies.  

Christina:  Did you cheat on him?

Elaine:    What kind of a nasty question is that?

Christina:  You've always had boyfriends.

Elaine:    I had a snotty teenager who spit on everything I said or did.    The only time I saw her daddy was when he came by to take you out on a date.  Don't you think I wanted someone to love me too?  I gave all my love to two rattlesnakes that did nothin but bite me back.  Now you beat me up because I took comfort once and a while with a cuddly old cocker spaniel.

Christina:  You sure picked some ratty cocker spaniels.

Elaine:    Yeah.  Maybe I didn't want to fall in love again.

Christina:  Is marriage that bad?

Elaine:    I don't know.  

Christina:   I needed you.

Elaine:    You needed everything.  You were just a big bundle of needs.  You needed girlfriends.  And you needed boyfriends.  And you needed clothes.  And you needed rides.  And you needed money.  And when a person got finished with just a piece of your list all you could do was show them the part they missed.   Honey, you had me.  And you have me now.  And you have what you wanted to know.  Can I take a break?

Christina:  From me?  From being my mother?

Elaine:    Oh, Jesus.  Why not just go for matricide.  It seems kinder for both of us.

Christina:  Do you wish I would grow up?

Elaine:    Amen.

Christina:  Did you always wish it?

Elaine:    Not more than fifty percent of the time.  

Christina:  Is that what motherhood is about?  Wishing it would be over?  

Elaine:    Like this conversation.

Christina:  Only it never is.

Elaine:    Right.

Christina:  I'm sorry about the lunch.  I don't even remember it.

Elaine:     I told you because I thought it would make you laugh.  I was only mad for a couple of minutes.  I probably went right from there to the dry cleaners. 

Christina:  To pick up that tacky cheer leading outfit.  Boy, if I ever have a Daughter:...

Elaine:    You'll do just what she wants you to.  Only you'll never get it right.

Christina:  I'm sorry.

Elaine:    Can I go to the bathroom?

Christina:  I love you.

Elaine:    Do tell. 

THE WAGER, PART V

Darlene and Kristen

Darlene:  She did it.  I don't believe it.  She did it.  She called Jeffrey Chase.

Kristen:  I knew she would.  She's got balls.

Darlene:  Anatomically unlikely.

Kristen:  Not your mother.

Darlene:   Kristen.  She told me he said he was dying to meet me.

Kristen:  He already knows you.

Darlene:  Yeah.  But she said he said he sat next to me all that time and never felt he really met me.  And all those weeks he kept trying to figure out how to get to know me.  And now he's dying to meet me.

Kristen:  Yea.  Hooray.

Darlene:  You believe it?

Kristen:  Why not?

Darlene:  You know my mother, and you still believe it?

Kristen:  How did she find out?

Darlene:  Voo Doo.  Horoscope.  I don't know.  I don't want to know.

Kristen:  Do you have  a date?

Darlene:  If you can call it that.  His Dad's company is having a swimming party and he's coming to take me to it.

Kristen:  That is in the category of a date.

Darlene:  He'll see me in a bathing suit.

Kristen:  You'll see him in one, too.

Darlene:  I don't have a tan.

Kristen:  You're going to go aren't you?

Darlene:  I don't know.

Kristen:  You have to go.

Darlene:  He didn't say he was dying to see me in a bathing suit.

Kristen:  You have your mother's figure.  He'll love you.

Darlene:  I don't have my mother's figure.  She has boobs.  I have nothing.

Kristen:  Not nothing.  And anyway I was talking about your ass.  You have a good ass.  Men like that.

Darlene:  I'm going to die right now.  

Kristen:  No, you are going to paint your toenails for the swimming party.

Darlene:  I wanted to win the bet.  Make her leave me alone.  What if he does fall in love with me?  What will I do with him? 

Kristen:   What if you fall in love with him?

Darlene:  I wouldn't know how. 

Kristen:  I will guide you every step of the way. 

Darlene:  Good grief.  Now I have two mothers.

A woman of any age

The Kitchen Concierge

She waited for me at the kitchen table

Reading and smoking a cigarette

"How did it go?" she said, and I knew

"O.K."  was not a sufficient response.

Was the paper all right?

Did the teacher approve?

What did the other girls wear to the dance?

Did I like him alot?

Did we kiss at the door?

Did I know how to talk to my father about

The money I'd need for a new pair of shoes.

Conspirators we, in the back of the kitchen

The bills, her letters, the telephone lamp

The general's tent where meek lieutenants

Report events of the day to the chief.

Together we fought opinion's war.

We campaigned to keep a respectable front.

My future the ammunition against

A father we both were afraid to love.

I dreaded at last that light at the door

Impossible to slip straight up to bed

Without a late night cup of tea.

Impossible to be successful enough

To satisfy the longing looks.

Her prince sold matchbook advertising

To restaurants and dry cleaning chains.

The daughter was not a beautiful girl

Though her mother had been, in the novels she read

While she waited at night like a hotel clerk

Until her hopes stopped coming home.

MOM

Holly and Molly, both early teens

HOLLY:  I think my mother loves me, and all, but she doesn't care about me.

MOLLY:  I know.

HOLLY:  She always has her job.

MOLLY:  I know.

HOLLY:  And worrying about the house and how it looks.  And what people think of me.  Like if they think bad of me it's a reflection on her.  So she can't stand it if someone thinks bad of me.  She wants to control my life.  I hate it when she asks me about things.

MOLLY:  Yeah.

HOLLY:  Like she has to know what I'm thinking every minute.

MOLLY:  I know.

HOLLY:  I can't move without her wanting to know where I'm going.  Like I'm some kind of criminal.

When are you coming back?  Will you be home for dinner?  Like she was going to fix some kind of banquet or something.

MOLLY:  Sure.

HOLLY:  That'll be the day.  My mom fixes a banquet.  I tell her no fish.  No fish, and no vegetables.  She's always getting on me about my diet.  Health food.  Oat bran.  Puke.

MOLLY:  I know.

HOLLY:  And she can't stand my clothes.  She buys me these dorky blouses and she bugs me about my jeans.  She hates it when I cut my sweatshirts.  She wants me to wear some little pink things with rabbits on them or something.   She almost threw away my shoes.  I love these shoes.  I had them since the sixth grade.

MOLLY:  Yeah.

HOLLY:  And my hair.  "When are you going to cut your hair?"  "Do you really like all that hair in your face?"  "I'll pay for you to get your hair cut."   She'd have to pay me to get my hair cut at one of her places.  They have all these old ladies with little rollers all over their heads.  God.  

MOLLY:  I know.

HOLLY:  She doesn't have a clue about anything.  She hates my radio.  She hates punk.  She hates rap.  She hates me.  She thinks I'm a degenerate.  

MOLLY: I know.

HOLLY: Now she's really mad at me.  She's really gone funny bonkers.

MOLLY:  Yeah.

HOLLY:  I told her I was pregnant.

MOLLY:  Wow.

HOLLY:  I did.

MOLLY:  No kidding.

MOLLY:  No kidding.   I just did it to scare her.  It worked.  You should have seen her face.  She about threw up.  She didn't know what to say.   

MOLLY:  No kidding.

HOLLY:  I'm gonna let her believe it for a while.  It keeps her in line.

MOLLY:  Wow.

HOLLY:  She's much nicer to me.  She left me alone for the whole weekend, so she could act like she's not mad even if she really is.

MOLLY:  Wow.

HOLLY:  Now she wants me to eat right.  Yuck.  A quart of milk.   I'm gonna have to tell her I had an abortion.

MOLLY:  No kidding.

HOLLY:  Yeah.  In about four weeks.  I'll say I got the money from the baby's father.  I'll be really bummed out about it.  I'll be scared of dying.  

MOLLY:  Yeah.  

HOLLY: She'll pee her pants.  Maybe I should ask her for the money.   Tell her he stole it and has to get it back before his dad finds out.  Say they'll beat him.  I have to find out how much an abortion costs.  A couple hundred dollars I bet.   That'd be great.  Two hundred dollars. 

MOLLY:  Really.

HOLLY:  I could string it out a couple more weeks.  Be real sick.  I could hurt.  Be depressed. 

MOLLY:  Yeah.  

HOLLY:  I could get her going.  She'd have to quit work.  Stay home.  Cook dinner.

MOLLY:  Yeah.

HOLLY:  She'd hate that.

MOLLY:  I know.

HOLLY:  I could screw her up really bad.

MOLLY:  Yeah.

HOLLY:  It's pretty sick.

MOLLY:   Yeah.

HOLLY:  It's pretty twisted.

MOLLY:   Yeah.

HOLLY:  It's not true.  I'm not really pregnant.

MOLLY:  I know.

HOLLY:  I mean I didn't tell her I was pregnant.   I made it up.

MOLLY:  I know.

HOLLY:  I'd like to do it.

MOLLY:  Yeah.

HOLLY:  It would serve her right.

MOLLY:  Yeah. 

INHERITANCE

A Woman of 50 or so

Don't make me cry today

I'm much too tired to cry.

Across the room

My mother is in the mirror.

She gestures with my hands.

She follows me along the street

In the windows of the stores.

I'm fifty-two today.

I don't remember her

When she was fifty-two.

An undistinguished birthday

An unacknowledged time.

The nail on my index finger curls down

Like hers, when it gets too long.

Our little toes turn under.

I lose things on my desk and panic.

She forgets the rolls for dinner

And leaves them in the oven.

A broken egg is a moral dilemma.

Change the menu or throw it away?

We are not poor, but we act poor.

Because we remember the depression.

I lost the dime when I was sent

To buy a loaf of bread.

She cried.  Fifty years ago

My mother and I were old.

Who are the women who shop in the malls 

For two hundred dollar pairs of shoes?

Why would anyone pay so much

For something like that

That doesn't last?

Who are the women with manicured nails?

Their colored keds are clean.

Their children all wear clothes that match.

Mother rides the bus. 

Her only jewel is on her left hand.

I try to remember to put on my makeup.

And take better care of my skin.

Who are the women in chrome lined restaurants?

Two wines, and butter and soup and paté.

Aspirin for her headaches

Has ruined my digestion.

She can't climb hills at all any more.

The muscles in my hip flare up.

Mysterious bruises last for weeks

On our boney elbows and shins.

Dr. Rose retired.  Doctor Griffith has died. 

Mother's dentist went to school

With one of my daughter's friends.

Who are these children in charge of our lives?

How do I know what I want to want.

To be rich?  We wouldn't believe it.

To be famous, when I was twenty, perhaps,

And needed fame.

To be loved,  by my mother, I am.

To love my daughter, I do.

To be bold, outrageous

I haven't the courage.

To have taste and discernment.  I can't afford it. 

 To see the world, I did.

It ruined my stomache.

We are not poor any more.  She travels

Off season, with the retirement club.

I go to Portofino.

A small hotel, not on the grand piazza.

I write, I speak, I talk on the phone.

Mother was chosen homecoming queen

At her fiftieth college reunion.

"Everyone else is dead," she said,

And she laughed our high pitched laugh.

Mother was twenty when I was born.

What did I care about that?

When I was twenty I scarcely knew

The woman she had become.

And now the twenty years between us

Fade away in diminished time. 

I am what she has made of us.

We are where we began.

PREGNANT

Mother, 40 to 50 and Daughter  early 20's

Mother:  Stop scolding me.

Daughter:  I'm not scolding you.  I'm trying to find out.  Why didn't you tell me.  Why did you leave me to find it out on my own.  Why did I have to learn about sex from a dirty joke Nancy Noble told me in the playground?  Where were you?

Mother:  Back somewhere with my mother.  Afraid to speak of anything unpleasant.  We don't discuss things like this at the dinner table.  Or in the kitchen.  Or in the morning.  Or in the afternoon...  There is no appropriate time.

Daughter:  And now I'm pregnant. 

Mother:  I'm very happy about it.

Daughter:    Happy?  How can you be happy?  I don't have a cent.  I'll lose my job.  I don't even know if I love this guy.

Mother:   Just because you married him.

Daughter:    Don't hold that up to me.

Mother:   I don't know about loving husbands.  They're very hard to love.  They need so much taking care of.  But babies.  They come with their own love.  Even when you don't want them.  You never have to work at loving a baby.  You have to work every minute at loving a husband.

Daughter:    Are you talking about Dad?  I can't believe it.

Mother:   You can love your Dad.  Your Dad and my husband are not the same person.

Daughter:    My god.  Dad is not my father? 

Mother:   Oh, yes, of course.

Daughter:    Mom.  Stop it. You get off on being enigmatic.

Mother:   You are about to join a great sorority.  I am so happy for you I could cry.

Daughter:    Are you going to tell me about it?

Mother:   What?

Daughter:    Having a baby.  Or am I going to have to find out about it in the playground, like I did sex?

Mother:  I can't tell you anything.

Daughter:    It's a secret?  It's some big damn secret?  Go fuck yourself.

Mother:   I can't help it.  It's like sex.  No.  It's like war.

Daughter:    Shit.

Mother:  It is.  I figured it out.  I know now why men fight wars.  It's because they can't do anything as amazing as having babies.  They search and search to do something that makes them feel powerful and absolutely unique.  Something that makes them love each other desperately, and feel needed, and believe that  every moment is sacred.  They want something to risk their lives about, something that is worthy of rash and foolish  gestures.  If they could have babies, they wouldn't need war.

Daughter:   I don't believe babies do this.

Mother:   That is because you haven't had yours yet.  Men write about being in battle.  They know that they will never be so close to other human beings.  They spend the rest of their lives reliving those great and terrible moments.  Nothing quite measures up.  Everyone else is a lower class of human.  Everyone else is somehow a little stupid, an innocent, a fool. Mothers know about that.  Once you have had a baby, you 've learned.  

Daughter:    And what about fathers?  Do you mean fatherhood doesn't matter?

Mother:   Fatherhood is a matter of degree.  It can stop with a roll in the hay.  Some hang in a little longer.  Some even take a vow for life.

Daughter:    Dad is a good father.

Mother:   I think so.  I wouldn't know.

Daughter:    Why are you beating up on Dad?

Mother:   I'm not.  He's not my father.  You have to judge.

Daughter:    I can judge you, too, Mother.

Mother:   True,  but in a certain way it's irrelevant.  Motherhood is an absolute state.  I carried you for nine months.  I gave birth to you.  I nursed you.  I held your tiny body against my stomache.  I counted your fingers and toes;  I  sang to you for hours.  I cried when you were sick.  I yelled at you when you yelled at me.

Daughter:    You never told me about sex.

Mother:   It doesn't matter what I didn't do.  It's what I did do that you can't erase.  God.  That's it.  You can't erase being born. 

Daughter:    You've got to tell me about it.   I'm terrified.  

Mother:   I wish you could sit in my lap.  I'd rock you to sleep in my arms.  I will tell you, but what I tell you you will forget until you learn it for yourself.  And then we will talk.  

Daughter:    I'm listening.

Mother:   Once upon a time there was a twenty-two year old girl who thought she knew everything.

Daughter:    Don't make fun of me.

Mother:   I'm not talking about you.  Be quiet.  I'm doing what you asked.

Once upon a time there was a twenty-two year old girl who thought she knew everything.  She made A's in all her classes.  She wanted to be the best in everything.  And she wanted to do it all by herself.  Boredom was her enemy and she fought it by  never doing anything twice.  She lived for compliments and she earned them with flash and a pinch of daring.  She stayed up late.  She worked hard.  She was ambitious.   

Daughter:    I know this woman.

Mother:   Shhh.   She thought she'd try marriage.  It was fun to play house.  Clean fast, cook cleverly, manage wisely,  decorate cheaply.  More compliments.  What to do next?  She was twenty-two, time for a baby.  They did what was necessary and in a month she was pregnant.  She ate wisely and gained only the weight the doctor prescribed.  She watched in the mirror as her skin and hair changed texture.  The compliments poured in.  She walked and exercised.  A model pregnancy.

She learned to knit.  She sewed a quilt for the crib.  She refinished an antique dresser.   The nine months passed quickly.

Daughter:    I can just see you.

Mother:   So can I.  And then came the waiting.  I was ready for you to come.  Boredom was knocking at the door.  It began to be hard to sleep and hard to sit.  I got cramps in my legs, and had to go to the bathroom in the middle of the movies.  I stood naked looking in the mirror, wondering if I would ever return to my real self.  The  skin on my hips had stretched and split in ugly scars.  I got pimples on my arms.  I cried because I was ugly and my husband couldn't make love to me any more.  I held  my little dog and felt sorry for myself.  

Finally one Sunday afternoon I was sure it had begun.  We went to the hospital and waited.  The doctor was kind.   He didn't send me home.  He broke the water and the real contractions began.  How stupid I was to think those earlier pains had meant anything at all. 

I don't remember if they had told me in the baby classes about the enema.  I think they had told me about the shaving.  I think both the enema and the shaving are for the benefit of the doctors and nurses and not the patient.  The enema so you won't shit on them while you're pushing to have the baby and the shaving so they can see what's going on. 

Daughter:    They give you an enema and they shave off your pubic hair?  I can hardly wait. God, Mother.

Mother:   Those were the days when they put you in on the same floor with all the other women in labor.  I was by myself in a room, in the dark, listening to the crying and screaming.  The only time people came in was to put a finger up my rectum to find out if I was dilating.  I began to dread the light.  "If I ever get out of this I swear I will never have another child.''  Lie quietly as the pain begins to twist all the muscles of your belly and pull them through your groin.  I had seen medieval paintings where devils wind out the victim's intestines on a winch.  Disembowelment.  What is this, then?

Daughter:    How can you want this for me?

Mother:   You rest in between times.  Then it comes again.  Breathe deeply and make the breath last through the pain.  Put the pain in a box and hold it there until the breath frees it.  Concentrate.  Relax.  One at a time.  God, never again.

My mother always told me that the miracle of this was that you forgot the pain.  I couldn't imagine it.

Daughter:    What is the pain like?

Mother:   Not like anything else.   Like Cramps, a  bit.  Twanging a nerve to see how much torture it can stand.  

Daughter:    Is that why you only had me?

Mother:   Not really.  That  had to do with the crazed twenty-two year old.  Not the pain.  Mother was right.  I did forget it.  Almost as soon as it was over.

Daughter:    How long did it last?

Mother:   I really don't know.  I know some mothers who remember the exact time between their contractions, and the exact hours and minutes of their labor.  I just don't know.  I know you were born in the morning and I went to the hospital in the light the day before.   But I don't think the real labor started before night.  What I do remember is suddenly having this incredible urge to push.  I was pushing, and the nurse came in and asked me what I was doing.  And then she looked at me, and said "let's go," or something,  and they took me to the delivery room.  After that it went fast.  I liked that.

I hated being strapped onto the table with my legs in those stirrups.  I felt trapped.  They covered my knees so I couldn't see what was going on.  They had gas there, up by my head, but I didn't seem to feel bad any more, just pushing like crazy and thinking my eyes would pop out or my neck would burst from the pressure.

They kept asking me if I wanted the gas, so I breathed some, but I don't recall it made any difference.  By that time you were on your way out. 

I saw you for only a second.  They took you off to clean you up.  I was strapped down.  They showed me that you were O.K. and that you were a girl.  Then they all left and took you with them.  They just pushed me over to one side and took off.  I lay there, alone, shaking with cold.   I felt forgotten.  As if I had done my job and they got the baby.

Daughter:    I don't believe it.

Mother:   It's better now, I think.  At least in the movies it's better.  Fathers get to be there.  They lay the baby on your stomache.  I think it's nicer.  

Daughter:    It better be. 

Mother:   I don't know how long it was before they came back.  But I had to ask them to untie me and take my feet down.  "Oh," they said.  You were gone.  I told them I was cold.  They said I'd get over it.  They said I was just tired.  Your Dad was in the hall when they wheeled me out.  The doctor complimented him on how well I had done in the delivery room.  I was proud of myself.  Another A.

Daughter:    That's all?

Mother:   No, that's  the easy part.  I woke up a few hours later.  I was desperate to see you.  I hurt everywhere.   Peeing.  Gas.  Oh, gas.   Motherhood taught me the meaning of gas.  And then the next morning my breasts swole up.  I couldn't lie on them.  They were as big as grapefruits.  The nipples were stretched so flat that when I tried to feed you.  I cried for hours.  The nurses got me a breast pump.  I couldn't make it work.  I just cried.  I knew I was a failure as a mother.  I was alone.  You were hungry and I couldn't feed you.  I couldn't sit up.  I couldn't lie down.  The nurses had you.  I was miserable.  

Daughter:    Post partem depression.

Mother:   I'll say.

Daughter:    We learned about it in hygiene.  

Mother:   How useful.

Mother:    You were magnificent.  I hated the nurses for taking you away.  When I got home from the hospital your grandmother was there.  I didn't want her to do anything for you.   I washed you, rocked you, fed you, changed you--even when you didn't need it.   You had a tiny twitch in your cheek that let me pretend you were smiling.  I stood over your basket and watched you for hours.  

Daughter:    Why didn't you have another child?

Mother:   You took all I had.   I worshipped you.  And I wanted everything else, too.  

Daughter:    Boredom?

Mother:   I had made it into the sorority.  I found out what I didn't know.  It made me afraid that there were bigger things to find out.  I never loved anything that much.  I knew I would kill for you.  I was terrified of it, and terrified to change it.  Anyway,  I did it once.  I had my war stories.  I hated the professional mothers who kept doing it over and over again as if you got higher awards for numbers.  I couldn't give it all again.  Not that much.

Daughter:    You never acted like I meant that much to you.

Mother:   You mean I didn't do everything you wanted me to.

Daughter:    You sandwiched me in between projects.

Mother:   Boredom.

Daughter:    Ambition.

Mother:   I have nothing to say.

Daughter:    Why do you want this for me?  The pain.  The terror.  The desperation.  Why do you want me to go through this?

Mother:   Because you can.  

Daughter:    I'm not like you.  I don't live on the edge.  I don't need the A's.  Is it just that you want to be the number one grandmother? Isn't that it?  Boredom again.

Mother:  Oh, my yes, I want to be a grandmother.  I will be a great grandmother.  Better by far than the mother you remember.  Don't hate me for it.

Daughter:    I always thought you were selfish.  It's true.  I don't believe for a minute that you would kill for me.  I don't believe that your heart is big enough to stretch over a child.

Mother:   But yours is.   And  in the end you will like it.  And once the child comes you can never again be lonely...even when you might like to be.  I want that for you.  

Daughter:    It doesn't ring true. I can't believe you.  

Mother:   No.  It's because of the sorority.  You can't know until you're in it.  Like men in war. I want you in it with me.   I want you to know what only women can know.  To celebrate what we are, all of it.   Maybe that's it.  I want us to be mothers together.  And there's only one way for it to happen.

Daughter:    Then this is all about you.  

Mother:   And war.  I don't want you to need the war like the men.  Motherhood is not the only thing for women to do, but it's a good thing, a very good thing. ...  Are you thinking about an abortion?

Daughter:    Not really.

Mother:   I wouldn't try to talk you out of it.

Daughter:    No,  I believe that.

Mother:   Thank you.

Daughter:     I'm thinking about the rest of my life.  Motherhood doesn't quit, I think.  Look at us.

Mother:   That's one of its best features. ...and its worst.

Daughter:    It scares me.

Mother:   You're way ahead of the twenty-two year old in the story.

Daughter:    We'll see.

THE WAGER, PART VI

Myrna

Myrna:  It worked, of course.  Like I said.  They're out now.  Third time in two weeks.  He's smart.  Skinny.  Real attractive.  Destiny.  Darlene should pay more attention to her dreams.   Jeffrey Chase.  We had a nice conversation about global warming.  He doesn't believe in it.  He's waiting for more data.  But I think National Geographic  knows more than some high school kid, even if he is going to Annapolis.  I didn't argue with him, of course  I just asked him questions about the gases in the thermal layer,  and let him talk.   Darlene pretends she only half cares about him, but she took two hours in the bathroom today, and that doesn't feel like indifference to me.    She even bought a new lipstick.  That's a first.  Usually I have to order her one out of the catalogue.  

She actually asked me for advice.  Not directly, of course.  But she said, how will I ever carry on a conversation with him?  Now she meant me to think she was complaining because she was losing the bet.  But I could see she really was kind of glad, but also she was scared.  They tell the psychology counselors to watch for those signs in their patients. I mean  asking for help indirectly.  So I didn't give her direct advice, but I told her about Dr. Crane's column that used to be in the Sunday  Dispatch before it merged with the Journal  and we stopped having any kind of competition in the newspapers any more.  Now Dr. Crane said that if you have trouble liking a person, and you have to be around them,  like your boss, or somebody you see every day,  the thing you should do is give that person one honest compliment every day for a month.  It has to be a real compliment, not fake.  And you really have to do it every day.    By the end of that month you and that person will like each other. Unless the person is a total asshole.  But then you probably wouldn't make it through the month, so it doesn't matter.   

Well, it's real simple.  If you work hard to find thirty things to like about a person, or thirty-one in most months and twenty-eight in February,  except leap year--well you know what I mean--,  you would have to decide they weren't too bad.  If you were the person that got the compliments,  which you would know you deserve because they would be honest,  after a while you would begin to listen to the person who is giving them, and talk to them, and regard their opinion.  Of course, if someone listens to you and regards your opinion, then you begin to like that person.   See how it works?   Maybe they even begin to give you honest compliments back.  I know.   I've tried it.  On this guy who runs the radiology lab at the hospital. I couldn't stand his whiny voice.  I hate that in a person, especially a man.  And he was so superior.  But I had to take X rays to him every day, so I set out to change my mind about him.  And now he acts really decent.  Actually, now he's kind of hot for me, so I have to turn it down a little.

It's not too different from the "he's dying to meet you" trick, except that you have to put some effort into it.  Well, I told Darlene about Dr. Crane's method, and she made her usual remark about me believing everything I read in the magazines.  But Darlene is smart.  She'll figure out the good of it.  She'll think of some nice compliment to give Jeffrey Chase.  That's all it takes.  The man is yours.

Of course, if they really like each other,  and get married or something, she'll never give me the credit.  Exept maybe after twenty or thirty years.   

It doesn't matter,  I can see she's happy.  My daughter is happy.  What else does a mother live for?

THE END
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