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Odd and funny things happen to odd and funny people.  The short journey I made with my mother to death’s door seemed to me to be filled with all kinds of bizarre characters and extraordinary coincidences.  Being an interpreter-in-kind of such events, I created this performance play out of our experience. 

Grieving might be described as a search for solace and this is how I found mine.  The work is a requiem for my mother, a comedy about tragedy.
    Rae C Wright

Ms. Wright is an actor, writer, performer, director, & dramaturg.  She’s a lyricist, activist, internet-artiste and professor at New York University -- who takes dancing lessons.
Pre-set fades and lights come up bright on the stage.  Upstage left are some large brown packing boxes, there are shoeboxes piled upstage center, a smaller box and two paper bags hang at different levels on the periphery of the space.  The feeling is of something or someone moving up or on; of being between heaven and earth.  Upstage right is a tall white chair, (this will be the ‘bedroom’ area of the stage).  Downstage left center is a short-backed black chair with a white telephone on it.  To the left of the chair is another small packing box which serves as a table.  Far right is a standing microphone surrounded by a litter of small brown paper bags and a couple of shoe boxes.  In the air above the ‘bedroom’ chair, a white nightgown is suspended.  The image is Chagal-like; lit from beneath, arms extended, it is as if the nightgown is flying away.
Enter the performer; smiling and slightly disheveled.  She acknowledges the audience as she removes the worn black cardigan she is wearing over an antique, white sleeveless camisole, tied at the top and waist with silvery tinsel.  She smiles again at the audience and places the thin sweater on the upstage high white chair, then ‘sets’ herself center stage.  She takes in a great breath, looks out as if about to proclaim, and … …

BLACKOUT!

ANGEL

A single light, dim and ghostlike, comes slowly up on the performer’s head and shoulders. Focused on the light, she is taking great, deep ,rattling  breaths;as her arms begin to move up and up from the shoulders, she feels them becoming wings  ...  astonished and very softly she says;

I’m an angel  ...  I’m an angel!

I come from heaven  …

I’m going back, 
to heaven  ...







I’m an angel!

LIGHTS FADE TO BLACK

THIS IS A PICTURE  …

Lights up.  The performer is caught by the light, looking at a picture.  She show’s this picture to the audience; a very large color xerox of a photograph.

This is a picture of my mother.  She’s pretty isn’t she?  I think she’s really, really pretty  …  Look at her  …  She’s at the beach, it’s a beautiful day...the wind is in her hair…  She’s taken her straps down!…  She’s having a bad glue day here (referring to the picture matting)  …  well that’s this weather …  She has died, my mother.  She was killed.  By cancer.  And I am grieving, I’m very sad  …  And (she hangs the picture on the back curtain with a clothes pin)  the strangest things have been happening to me!  For example … it seems to me like everyone I talk too lately, every single person, well not everyone, but so many people that I meet lately, if we’re introduced, if it comes up in the conversation, if I say that, my mother’s just died, they say; ‘Oh my mother just died!’  Or ‘my daughter died’ or ‘my dog died’ or ‘my dick died,’ something … died  …  And then we have to have this long, blah, blah,  …  Which is okay, I guess, I mean, I’m a sympathetic, enough, listener  …  should be, I  …  well no.  No!  Actually I’m not good for much!  Everything lately, it just, goes in one ear  …  and  …  geblah  …  (she indicates everything falling from her mind)  I’m in a state!  

And when I’m not sad  …  I’m investigating.

There’s an investigation taking place.

INSURANCE

She picks up a telephone receiver from the downstage left black chair and speaks into it.

Hello.  My mother is Janet Wright, Janet G. W-r-i-g-h-t, and, ah, she has a policy with you, and ah, I’m her daughter, and ah, she has died.  Alright.  Yes I do, yes it’s 666, (?!?!)  4, 2, 5132876438.  (she draws a breath)  69, 2, 38, 2, 11427  …

(to the audience)  I had to call this insurance company, the Aetna of Iowa?  Idaho?  Hodeho?  Whodawho, I don’t know, some company.  My mother had a 2,500 dollar life insurance policy, she'd been paying her premiums on for 80 million years, I get this woman on the phone, and she says, (the operators voice is tentative) “I’ll need to ask you some questions.”  I said, 'That’s fine.  I can answer some questions.'   She says, “Was it a natural or an accidental death?”   (pause) Couldn’t answer that.  I was dumbfounded.  It was neither accidental, nor natural.  She died of cancer.  That’s unnatural, and it’s no accident!  I didn’t know what to say, I said, ‘Do you have another category?!?!’

‘I don’t know which it was, it was neither, she had  ...’, she said “Oh I know just what your going through, my mother just died!”, and there I was actually, talking to another person whose mother died, long-distance to who-da-who.  I really didn’t know what to say, I mean we know why she was killed but who killed her, apparently there’s a gang and I have to find out, or I don’t know if I’ll ever find out, my father died years ago, and I never found out  ...  but who knows!  Maybe they’ll be after me next!

Do you know what the odds are now for women getting breast cancer?  The latest, hot-off-the-press statistics?!?   Well remember it was 1 out of 9.  That sounds familiar - 1 out of 9.  And then a year-ago May, there was an article in the New York Times that said by 2002 it could be as high as 1 out of 4!  1 out of 4; the New York Times making book on cancer!  Those are the odds they’re giving.  Call Vegas, place your bet.  And then, I’m driving in my car, late at night, there’s a program on radio, said that for those of us who live here in the ‘cancer corridor’ it  ...  did you all know you lived in the ‘cancer corridor’?  Oh yes!  Everything apparently between Washington, D.C. and Portland, Maine is called ‘the cancer corridor’ and we live here, go up and down, drink and drive in the corridor - well for those of us who live here, in the ‘cancer corridor’ the odds could get as high as one out of two  ...!  One out of two!  How do you like those odds!?!  I’ll flip you for it, heads or tails.  (she offers this option to a woman in the audience.  When they reply, she then peeks at the coin and, having lost the toss herself …)  Okay, how ‘bout best of three out of five?  No!  No, I’m fine.  (she makes a fine ‘thumbs up’ gesture for everyone)  Healthy.  All of us.  I’m sure.  We’ll all.  Live to be a hundred.  And 10  …  20.

This last section starts in a reasonable enough tone, but gradually the performer reveals an inner hysteria.
Now, apparently we all have cancerous cells in us  …    I don’t mean to be a bummer.  Didn’t invite you all here at this lovely hour of the evening to bum you out, but no, it’s a scientific fact, we are all of us entertaining some cancerous cells!  We’re all hosts  …  or hostesses!  We’re all throwing little cocktail parties for cancer cells, offering up pieces-of-our-parts as hors d’ouvres for cancer cells  …

You know, there are all these toxins we eat, drink, breathe, walk through, drive through, sleep with; there are clouds of low level radiation, electromagnetic waves, asbestos, chemicals, and clouds of stress, and insecticides, and pesticides, and herbicides, homicides, and they get into our bodies, that’s the point, they find their way onto our shores.  And then they break into the homes of our cells, they stick them up on the streets where they live and steal their lives!  And then they develop into these voracious, aberrant, bloodthirsty little capitalist gangs of cells which just, just, weren’t  …  brought up right!  And they hang out in the back alleys of our breasts and our testicles and our pancreas  …  It’s like the society of our cells …(she sees how she is losing it but decides to go forward nevertheless & jumps up on the chair as on a soapbox)  The society of our cells!  It's disrupted so violently or subtly but constantly by these assaults, by these, these Exxon, Enron, Citicorp, Diebold, strip mall, fast food, Ore-Ida, Al-Qaeda,    … Crypts and Bloods!  That there’s just no chance of any balanced, benevolent, government, surviving!  And it’s very, very  …  it’s  ...  it’s very  …  political!

BLACK OUT\LIGHTS UP!

COUPONS
Caught in the light, fist raised, abashed she climbs off the chair and calms herself  …

The investigation continues.  Now.  This seemed to me to have some importance when I found this;  in a drawer, in the kitchen, by the window, where the bird feeder is …
She dips into one of the shoe boxes or paper bags near the mic stand and takes out a package of differently sized and colored heavily stuffed envelopes which she unwraps.  With some intensity, as if there is meaning, she reads what’s written on each envelope and drops it in a pile downstage …

“Bread, mixes rolls crust”

“Cereal”

“Cheese and Milk”

“Cleaning products”

“Crackers”

“Eggbeaters Margarine Butter”

“Fruit and fruit juice, canned goods”  …  about here I realized, these are all  …  in a kind of Alphabetical Order …

“Ice Cream”

“Instant dinners and vegetables”  …  this one’s in a Dean Witter envelope  …

“Laundry detergents, dishwasher products”  …  if anybody wants any of these, they’re still viable  …  They’re  coupons, and they’re all up-to-date.
“Meat”

“Nuts, chocolate, snacks”

“Pasta”

“Popcorn”

“Saran, wax paper, etc” … this must mean something  ...

“Stockings toothpaste soap napkins deodorant”

“Sugar condiments pickles mustard etcetera”

“Tea coffee"

Now this, this is my favorite; “YOGURT, SOUR CREAM, MARSHMALLOWS”  …  what do these three things all have in common?!??   (an audience member may well offer the answer)  …  They’re all white.   (she tosses the last few on the pile and stares helplessly at the audience)  …  Something is at work here  …

BLACK OUT\LIGHTS UP!

3 X 5 CARDS

The performer is seated on the stage left-of-center chair throughout.

One afternoon, I was having a rough time.  I’d gone away for one day, at everyone else’s insistence, given up my precious post as chief cook and bottlewasher, and left the care of my mother in my younger brother’s incapable, possibly murderous hands, which was a mistake.  Desperate call in the middle of the night  …  (she gestures wildly, indicating the tears, fears, crying and chaos)  After I got back and put all the chaos and confusion back into some kind of order  …  well, it was like, in those 24 hours  …  the season had changed!  The earth had shifted on its axis  …  Suddenly, over night, all she wanted, and would want … for the rest of her life, was just to rest, to sleep, just rest  …  and overnight, I was out of a job!  There were no longer three delicious meals and two tasty snacks to conceive and prepare, there were no bed baths to be given, no twice daily enemas to be accomplished, no laundry to be done, there were no phone calls to be screened, guests to be announced, “Jeopardy” to be watched, no funny movie to be rented because laughter-is-the-best-medicine, there was nothing that needed to be done, and overnight I lost my  …  contact  …

And everyday, I would get the mail.  You know the mail!  It can be such an adventure, have such import, when you are  …  in a foreign country, or prison, or  …  suburbia.  And this particular day, this was in the mail  …  a wonderful thing here, it’s a little homemade, cut-out, xeroxed-kind of card, a little elephant, very sweet, actually it’s an elephant-ette, it’s a female elephant, see the little ear here?  (she shows its flapping ear)  Happy spring greeting.  That’s from the WRC, the Women’s Republican Club.  A hello from the tribe  …  And also the same day, we got this fantastic package of 3 by 5 cards, this thick, thick, wonderful package, I can’t imagine how much it cost to mail it, and ah, it was wonderful, it was like a gift, such a nice package!  Five, six hundred cards!  And every one was colored, it was advertisements of things to make your life better, and make you more beautiful, give you money and wealth, and it was wonderful, and I just saved a few of them, but this was very entertaining for several hours, I saved a few of them here  …

She shows the cards to the audience.

 “Little Know Part Time Home Business Pays $19,919 INCOME IN JUST 7  WEEKS!”  …  that’s a lot of money!  …  Doesn’t say what the job is  …  but that’s because it’s “little known”.

Look at this “Eat to Your Heart’s Content.”  It’s pretty, it’s purple, it’s a picture of pie … it says “Mmmm  …  Chocolate Creme de Menthe Pie!  …  Mmmm” (she smacks her lips delightedly)  …  Oh I want that, a contented heart from eating crème pie, I want that!

“Free Film” – so many things you can get for free in this world!  If only you ask…!

“Instant Memory  ... The New Natural Way to Remember!  Now you can instantly remember everything you see, read, and hear.”  …  (considering for a moment) [Well no, actually, I wouldn’t want that  …]  Oh but look!  “Even improves your tennis game!”

“NEED CREDIT?”  [we all need more credit!]

And look at this! “STOP PAYING TAXES - LEGALLY!!  For under $300 learn how to ‘drop out of sight’, or at least reduce your shadow!”  [how ‘bout that!  We should get this, before we leave we could all put in a dollar and send away  –  I know a lot people would like this, we could all go in … ]

“CAPITALIZE ON CRIME”,  “It Can Pay Huge Profits!”  [I thought I’d give that one to the Lady’s Republican Club]  (she lays it with the elephant)

This is great, a “CATALOG OF CATALOGS”!  You can get a catalog of every catalog in the world, and then there’s not a single thing in the world you’ll miss out on: You will never be bored or lonely again!  Sexy Shoes, Women’s Clothes for Men, it’s great  …

And this, this was my favorite, this knocked my socks,  “Climb Aboard The Ultimate Rocketship FREE!” and this is a car, this is a fantastic car, “plus, stuff your pockets full of cash every month!”  It’s a free car, fantastic rocketship car, and you get free money, $10,000 in cold hard cash just from having this car!  [why is cash always cold and hard, never warm and soft?]  It’s a fantastic thing, and I love this and this car is called a Countach, Countach?  It’s Countach, it’s an Italian word, maybe it’s Coontach, I don’t know, Count, Coontach, C-O-U-N-T, A-C-H, Count, Coontach, Poontang, I don’t know.  It’s a car, and it’s Italian, and it says, in colloquial Italian this means ‘Good Lord’.  So when you see this car, and you go ‘Good Lord’, but you say it in Italian, you go “Countach!”  It says, “the hot car, the beautiful babes, all that green cash, what more can a man ask for?” so I guess only a man can get this but you could get a friend to get it for you.  It says “confronting a Countach, is the mechanical equivalent of confronting a sleek muscular Black Panther padding toward you in the moonlight!”  (she rolls her eyes in delight)  And “Black Panther” is capitalized, so maybe it’s a Party member…!!  …  It is “threatening yet eerily erotic”, it is “sinister yet strikingly sensual” [siss siss siss!] it is “menacing as it is truly exhilarating”  … You can have this and have your pockets stuffed with cash!?  ...  This is a very modern thing here   …

Well this was very entertaining for several hours but then, I was really losing it on this particular day, and finally I despaired, and I called up, the, ah, professional, social workers.  Who are part of the die-at-home team.  There’s a team.  They make money; you die at home somebody gets paid – if it’s not the hospital somebody else gets it.  And there’s a team and they’re supposed to help.  So I called them up, I needed help for God’s sakes, and I got this woman on the phone, and she was no better than an egg.  I needed to talk to someone who  – spoke English.  She might have been very compassionate and helpful in Kiev, but I was in Wilmington, Delaware so I said look let me talk to the boss, I got major medical misery here, and I need to talk to the major person, top banana, and she said, okay, or, Dubrovnik, or something, and they had me on hold for a long time but they did finally put me through to, the supervisor who was, you’ll never believe this, a man, and I said, (into the phone) “Hi, I’m having a hard time  …  and I really need to talk to someone,” and he said, in the most false tone, the fakest voice anyone could possibly manifest, (she speaks to an audience member) help me, try this for me.  “What are you feeling right now?”  Say that as false and insincerely as you possibly can, “What are you feeling right now?”  (the audience member obliges her, and she responds, perhaps  …)  Thank you!  Yet, there’s a humanity which comes through in your voice which was utterly lacking here!  This guy  …  sounded like Homer Simpson’s boss, you know, “Release the Hounds!”  But hey, I’m a starving, desperate, thirsty woman, I said, okay, what am I feeling, (into the phone)  “Well  …  ah  …  I’m afraid.  I’m afraid that  …  my mother, is going to die.”  And he said “Well Rae, that’s your name Rae?  Funny name for a girl, Rae  …  Rae, there’s nothing you can do about that.  There’s nothing that I can do about that  ...  There’s nothing that anyone can do about that.  If there was something that you could do about that, if you could wave a magic wand and change that circumstance  …  We could make a lot of money.   We could make millions and millions of dollars!  We would make money in Russia.  We could make money in Jerusalem!  We could make money around the world. We could make money in Australia, New Zealand  …  we would make millions and millions of dollars!”

I thought  …   (she snatches up the last card again)  

…  THIS GUY NEEDS THIS COUNTACH! 

BLACK OUT

 MORTICIANS

She holds up her hands & makes a mock menacing motion at the audience.

There was something wrong with the morticians. 

Their heads were too small.  

And I don’t know why.  Now if this was a phenomena that only applied to one of them I wouldn’t have taken such great note of it, but both of them had really small heads  …  About this big  …  (she illustrates, somewhat horrified)  Now I kept them waiting for a long time.  Not to imply that that had anything to do with the size of their heads.  She died in the morning, I kept her with me all day.  Which was really annoying to the, ah, death care workers, because they really wanted to go, back where they came from  …  she died in the morning, I wanted to keep her warm in her bed, and have her with me but they kept saying no, no, she’ll BREAK DOWN, SHE’LL BREAK DOWN.  Which of course is shop talk for ‘start to smell’  …  And it’s not true, it’s not true, people eat meat, they leave their steak out on the counter for hours and it doesn’t start to smell or fall instantly into decay in one day.  But no they wanted to get back to work.  I thought this was their work, but no.  They wanted to get back to it  …  whatever it was.

There were three of ‘em, a nurse, and a social worker, and another egg.  And they spent the day in the living room, giggling in the living room; “Ah ha ha ha, ha ha ha ha, oh I bet you think we’re the witches from THAT play!”  Looking back, I think, maybe they were nervous, maybe I made them nervous, maybe they thought I was so loopy that I’d never let her go, that I’d make a stand at the bedroom door and that they’d have to call out the National Guard from Dover to drag us out of there, (doing her best Cagney imitation) “Nah!  Nah!  You’ll never take me warden!  You OK in there ma?!?”  but, ah, I just had to get used to things, go slowly  –  what’s the hurry, where’s the fire?  But finally I say ok and here come the morticians.  Chad Chandler from the Chandler Funeral Home and his pal Joe.  And they’re heads were small.  Like this small heads. (she illustrates) These morticians.  They were both about 5’6”, and sort of handsome in a heterosexual, small-headed way  ...  And they both had on these really tight double breasted sort of sharkskin suits on, really tight, and I couldn’t help thinking that this aspect of their work requires a degree of athleticism, they would do better dressed like a brick layer, because they have to lift and carry, and I wondered how in those tight suits, their arms could move  …  (she illustrates)  And I kept looking at the nurse, and the social worker and the egg, to see if they saw these guys’ heads  … (pause)
They have sex with dead people, don’t they?  Morticians.  Do they?  Well certainly not all of them, like all of us don’t do, what it is that we do do, but some of them  …  must  …  have sex ..?  Does anybody  ..?  Don’t tell me  …

They talked to me for a long time, an hour or more, I don’t remember a thing they said, I didn’t understand a word actually of what they said, they had to ask for my permission?  I just kept nodding fine, saying 'of course', I remember that when the nurse had called them in the morning, she had given them specific instructions, she said: (she uses the microphone for these two words)  “No Bag.”  She said it twice.  She said: “No Bag!”  So maybe that’s why?  There was a confusion about how to proceed without The Bag?  No bag?  I don’t know.  Finally they said, with your permission they were going to move her twice - switch from the hootzguwatt to the nosedigay, and the nisedivay to the … and with your permission we will cover the head when we go from the foyer down to the hearse.  I said fine, fine, of course, certainly.  And I did go with them, from the foyer down to the hearse.  Only it wasn’t a hearse.  It was a Jeep!  It was a Cherokee, Comanche, 4 by 4, hurt-yourself-tinted-windows jeep!  And it was pink!  – ish, mauve–ish, Mary Kay-ish, a jeep!  What happened to black Cadillacs with the fins and big windows, funereal flowers and solemnity, a jeep  ..?  What, are there so many potholes?!  Did they need to stop at the beach on the way, go over, a sand dune, take her "off-road"?!?  Is there some paramilitary operation going on in Wilmington I don’t know about, what a jeep?!?!  She'd never been in a jeep.  So they slip her in, and off they went.  Chad and Joe and Jan in the jeep  ...  And I’m just standing there, in the street, all the empty faces of the houses staring at me  …  And Chad Chandler must have seen me in his considerable side-view mirror…standing there in front of my own now-empty house…because he rolled down the window, and (she mimes him rolling down a window and a small head leaning out, grinning and waving gaily).

…  They had these, really small heads  …

She puts her hands in her hair  …

BLACKOUT

KITCHEN WITCH

I’m cleaning out the kitchen with a friend.  “Exhibit A” she says “Exhibit A!”  Now my mother was born on Halloween  …  and one of her friends dealt with any possible stigma attached to an October 31st birthday head-on by giving her witches as gifts, so the house was full of them.  This is a kitchen-witch, it’s supposed to bring you luck. You pull the string, and it bangs itself in the head. (She shows a six-inch wooden image, and pulls a hanging string which makes its arms hop up). I don’t know, I tried that but …(and she does…)  “Exhibit A” says my friend, “Look at her face!”  Now this witch doesn’t look anything like my mother, but she has three warts on her face, in the places where I guess witches traditionally have warts.  One on the end of her nose,  and one on the side, high up here?  And the one on her chin  …  that’s the one where the hairs usually grow out of  …

My mom grew warts on her face when she was in her late twenties and for her 35th birthday present to herself, she had them surgically removed.  Three of them; one from here, (indicating the tip of her nose) one was here, (indicating the side of her nose) and one, from  …  yes! (she indicates her chin).
THE STORY I'VE ALWAYS TOLD

This is the story I've always told when anyone ever asked me about my mother. 

My mother?!!   My mother  …  Well, she’s very beautiful, she’s crippled, she got polio when she was 27, and, she was born on Halloween.  My dad left her when he was 48 years old.  A few months later, he had a date, was driving in his car, and his heart stopped.  She had a lover, boyfriend for 6 or 7 years, he had a date with another woman, and then he dropped dead of a heart attack too.  Growing up we had a dog, it died of starvation.  Something happened inside, and it could no longer take nourishment from the food that it ate.  We got another dog, it died the same way.  And for a while we had a canary.  Nice yellow canary.  And it sang for a while.  But then it stopped singing, and then it stopped chirping, and then it pecked its own leg off.  My mother?  You don’t want to know  …

I LEFT HER 

Someone told me, that all your relations, everyone you meet, you’ve known before, in a previous life.  The same circle of souls, recycled.  Once you were probably your mother’s mother!

That’s it!  (she pantomimes this melodrama) Centuries ago, a walled city, the crops have failed, a long winter, an unwanted girl baby, and I take her outside the gates of the city, and I leave her, with a prayer for a compassionate god, an offering for a kind passerby, I left her, to the cold jaws of wind and wolves  …

Oh and just before those cold jaws-of-wind-and-wolves clamp down on the tiny body, she must have lifted her little head, spied my retreating limp and thought  …  I’ll BE BACK.  


It would explain a lot.

CHINA / THE SHOES

She moves upstage to the three shoe boxes, the hanging bag, and the pile of boxes upstage left  …
Oh these things!  All these things of my mother’s  …  What to hold on to, and what to abandon  ..?  Certainly I’ll take too much and have to jettison a lot on the prairie-crossing of life, when I get to the foot of the next mountain or the ford in the next river  …

The Family China, my mother’s bone china, la-de-dah service for twelve, Limoges, made from French bones, china. 

She picks up a cane and becomes her mother.
“Ugh! when I think about the way you live, so dirty and ugh, it just makes my skin crawl, and you’re never going to keep this china, you don’t have a place to put it, you don’t have a pot to pee in.  You don’t know anyone you could serve anything on it to!  And you’ll never get near what it’s worth  …  You don’t have a lifestyle, you don’t have a life!”

I did let go of the china,  but I kept this, I like this.  (she pulls an old watering can out of a brown bag)  It’s galvanized!

And the shoes!   (she picks up the three shoe boxes upstage and the watering can and moves down to the CR chair)  …  the shoes of the beloved are so hard to part with!  Why is that?  I think it’s gravity.  Gravity pulls our personalities down into our feet, where they shape our shoes; our shoes are the boats and our feet the Volga boatmen who carry us along  …     It's so hard to part with shoes  …!

GRIEF WORKSHOP

I went to a ‘grief workshop!’

She moves back upstage and from behind the 2 upstage left cardboard boxes she pulls a big yellow chart with the “Cycle of Loss” and sets it up on one of the boxes.

I went to two different ‘grief workshops’.  These are very popular apparently.  And I went to this first grief workshop, got there early, and here come all these people with their hearts on their faces, their broken hearts.  Their shoes secreted in their bags  …  Some of them may never recover, are mortally wounded.  Here are people who lost their lovers, their children, their mates of 50 years, their brothers, their sisters, their fathers and mothers, their best friends in the world, all these people, with their hearts on their faces and here comes this workshop instructor.  Oh! I thought I’d been dropped into info-mercial world!  I thought I was on late night TV in the mid-ninties with that lunatic woman with the short white hair and pictures of how fat she used to be  ..?  "Stop the insanity!" This was the ‘hand-out’, SPRING SINGS OF HOPE, see the Spring and the Sing share the S there, it’s written like a six year old would write it, tulips coming out of HOPE here, ‘Spring Sings Of Hope’, that’s the title of the workshop; SPRING SINGS OF HOPE  …  (becoming the character)
"Hello, Hi, Hi, Hello, Glad you could come, Good to see you, How are you this evening, Hello, Good evening.  Hi.  My name is Kathleen.  Welcome.  Hi.  I’m Kathleen.  Shall we begin?  Let’s begin.  Are we all here?  We’re all here.  SPRING SINGS OF HOPE.  All got your handouts?  Hold them up! Good.  Hello and welcome.  Now.  Good.  What holiday is coming?  Anyone! Hel-lo! Easter is coming, right?  And what is Easter??  Easter is joy it’s renewal, there’s purple, there’s pink, there’s kittens, puppies, little colored eggs and everything, and you won’t be there.  You’ll feel like hell, you’ll wish you were dead, spring is coming and you won’t share it.  All around you, flowers are blooming, life is beginning, and yours is ending!!

Now pay attention to this.  This is it.  This is--the cycle of loss!  When you experience a loss you have to go on the complete cycle, you can’t get off.  You’re gonna go around and around and it goes back and forth like a pendulum, two types of movement on the cycle!  Circular, and pendular! (she illustrates!) You’re going to go through every, single, corner, of that cycle, let’s go.  First stop; numbing, shock, confusion.  Denial.  Panic.  Tension.  You’re gonna feel it!  You’ll pass through that - but you’ll be back, back again.  Second stop; sadness, pining, loneli-ness, guilt, stabbing pain, you’re gonna feel it!  Sobbing, hallucinations, vivid dreams, depression…I see it on your face!  De-pres-sion!  After you've gone through, (and you’re going to go back again) you hit the hard one-- Quadrant Three, we call this; The Wall!  Apathy, inability to concentrate, suicidal feelings, depression, again de-pres-sion…(again she points)  You’ll get off!  You’ll “re-org”… Eventually.  I can’t say when.  But Spring Sings Of Hope, and you Won’t Be There!!!!”

BLACKOUT


2ND GRIEF WORKSHOP / DUCK

I was invited to another ‘grief workshop’, and ah, I went.  That first one was so enlightening, with the cycle  …  and everything  …

She sits cozily in a center stage spot and speaks intimately into a hand held microphone.

“…  so let this be our thought for today  … ‘Whatever expression grief takes, is right and appropriate.  Whatever expression grief takes, is right and appropriate.’

Let me share a story from my own life.  Before I came to this work, I was a registered nurse, and one of my first jobs was working in a children’s hospital.  There was a little girl on our floor who was seriously ill with cancer and when she died, we weren’t able to contact the mother at home - this was before the days of beepers and car phones - so as she came into the hospital the head nurse took her aside and explained to her that her little girl had expired.

Well this woman, fell to her knees, wailing, and crying out, and then fell to the floor, right there in the hospital hallway!  Right near the elevators and I remember being so embarrassed, and I looked at one of the other nurses and we just, you know, rolled our eyes, really, and now this was not a woman from my, our, cultural milieu but, I thought still, this display was not appropriate behavior, this woman doesn’t need to act like this. 

Years later, after I had grown up myself, and gotten married and had children of my own, and after I lost my own three year old, I thought about that woman again, and how she acted, and I realized, I was wrong!  I was wrong to judge her  …  the way she cried out, right there.  And I realized, that whatever expression grief takes is right and appropriate.  And I almost wished I, could have, cried out, the way that she did!  So!  (she stands and takes the mic back to it’s stand as she fades out on these last few words). 

So let’s all go around, and tell us your names, and why you’re sharing  …”

Herself again.
OH!  That night, that night I saw, this remarkable news segment on TV.  It was so wild, really  …  You know how the news, has a rhythm, it’s in sound bites, but whoever edited this footage couldn’t let go of the image, the shot when on and on, and the commentators didn’t know what to say, were silent and silent and silent.  It was wild.

It’s the opening of duck hunting season.  And there’s one pond with a special hunter’s parking lot, where you can actually drive your Range Rover right up to the water’s edge, climb out, your full camouflage, dog, grease up your gun, and shoot at a swan standing right there by the car  …  Standing right by your truck in the parking lot!

Now, when you’re a wild animal you are the property of the State you’re in,  and the State sell licenses to people so they can kill you, and then you belong to whoever killed you.  Once you’re dead you’re the property of the person who shot you.  But there’s a grey area in the law whose property you are, when you’re just wounded and maimed.  Now some girls, at risk of life and limb, have shown up at this parking lot with a first aid wagon, for the beasts.  And this girl has gotten hold of a goose, beautiful white snow goose, wounded and maimed but not dead.  And there is no way, no way, she is going to let go of it.  So the hunter has to call the police to get his duck back!  

So here’s where the TV camera comes in, and here’s this guy, he’s got the full camouflage,  black under his eyes, and he’s going crazy, “It’s my duck.  I shot the duck.  Gimme my duck.  I want my damn duck  …”

And here’s this police woman, she keeps her hands behind her back.  “Miss, I’m asking you nicely, I want you to give the bird to the man, you need to give him the bird, miss, I don’t want to arrest you, put you hands behind your back, and cuff you  …  don’t want to have to arrest you  …  now give  …  the law requires, I’m asking you nicely, work with me here  …”

The girl, is holding on  …
She grabs the watering can which is now sitting on top of the three shoe boxes, and it becomes the goose.  She sits on the ground with her back to the chair, and wails.

 “No.  No.   I won’t.  I won’t give her to you.  You can’t kill her.  She doesn’t want to die.  We can save her.  She wants to fly, he will kill her, she wants to live, no, I won’t.  Noooo.  No.”

She separates herself from the character and stands up, wiping her eyes. 
Oh god  …  it just went on and on  …  This poor girl, the poor duck  …  But it was wild, it was really, wild  …

FADE TO BLACKOUT

TWO SCENES

Two scenes from the sickroom.  The first, is  ...  my mother’s last request.  (she sits in the high white chair with her legs outstretched she is, her mother)

Now look.  You've got to promise me, you have to promise me, get the telephone book out, right now, promise me, I think it’s called the red door, I think it’s called the Red Door.  They used to be everywhere.  Promise me that you will get your colors done.  Because  …

I think it’s the Red Door.  Look it up.  See if it’s still there.  Because you’re such a pretty girl, you’re very pretty.  And you really don’t make the best of your assets. I think that would help you a lot, promise me, you’ll get your colors done.  Look it up there, I think it’s called the Red Door.  I think it’s called the Red Door ...

And the second scene, has three characters.  Me, watching my mother, from the doorway of the bedroom.  (she becomes, herself at that moment in memory)  …  My mother, watching the television, from her electric bed.  (she becomes, her mother breathing deeply and slowly from the high white chair again)  …  And the television: (she goes to the microphone, puts one of the paper bags over her head and uses her hands to illustrate, à la the Home Shopping Network)  …

This is a Three-minute Special.  This is a Three-minute Special going out to you.  Look at this beautiful smoky blue topaz, a smoky blue topaz.  Beautiful.  This is a unique gemstone, look at it sparking, shimmering, gleaming, good looks.  Look at that, fabulous - you have to use the word fabulous when you look at that.  Now ladies, and gentlemen too, this is a winner, these are real diamond baguettes, full baguettes, genuine first quality diamonds, not zircons, not brillantines here folks, these are real diamonds which, look at that, the way they set off this uniquely colored stone.  You can wear this for casual or dress it right up.  You won’t find it in your department stores, jewelry shops, only available right here right now through us.  What’s that price on the screen, wipe that price right off the screen, this is a Three-minute Special, a Three-minute Special.  I’m dropping that price down right now, to $84.72, $84.72 less than $85 dollars, for this luscious, one-of-a-kind, smoky blue topaz, our Three-minute Special …

Going out to you  …

Right now. 

BLACKOUT

CHAT WITH A CREMATOR

She starts speaking in the dark and walks into a single light, hands held up before her, palms up.
I’m standing alone in a cold, small, dark room.  The room is filled almost entirely by a large table - there are no chairs - and five doors.  A thin man who is costumed like a brick-layer comes in, we are never introduced.  He’s moving around in the darkness on the other side of the table with his back to me.  One of my hands holds a baggie with the ashes of the bones of my father, and in the other I hold the ashes of the bones of my mother.  The baggies are closed with ‘twisties’;  one is yellow, one is white.  And I’m wondering, if my father’s package has paled with the passage of time since my dad’s poor body was put to this form twenty years ago and this dust is white as new snow while my mother’s, is grey  …  and the stranger reads my mind.  


“You see how white your father is, so white.  I did your father.  You see, when a body goes to fire, there’s always by law, a cardboard box, and sometimes a sheet and a pillow.  If you’re careful, if you work carefully, and don’t just sweep up all the ashes indiscriminately into a pile, if you’re careful, it is possible, if you’re careful, to sweep in such a way, it is possible to separate the bones from the box.  And you see how white your father is?   I did your father.  I did your father.”

(She looks from one empty hand to the other, then back up to the audience.)

. . .   Oh  . . . !    

BESTSELLER

She comes to the back of the center chair, picks it up and takes the book from the cardboard box ‘table’ and moves back right, and sets the chair just before the white ‘bedroom’ chair.


Sometimes, ‘of an evening’, since I couldn’t sleep, I might settle in on my mother’s comfy, red sofa, put a DURA-LOG on the fire, watch those pitiful green and blue chemical flames try to climb up the chimney, turn the baby monitor up so I can hear every breath she takes, and curl up with a good book.  Here’s one I found on the coffee table, between Money Matters Magazine, and The Daily Word.  You've all read this;  CHEMOTHERAPY AND YOU!  I mean it’s not WAR AND PEACE  …  but it’s got to be up there with the Bible as one of the best-read books in America.  Everyone one I know has read this book.  It would be a best-seller, except it’s free.  It’s a free book.  There’s a lot of books about cancers you can get; it tells you on the back, just dial 1-800-4-CANCER and someone will answer.

Oh it says:  “...  specify cancer site in your request.”  What’s that???  “Hello?  New Jersey.”

 
Everything you’d ever want to know and more  …  (she leafs through the book, reading chapter titles)  “What is Chemotherapy?”  …  [poison]   “Is Chemotherapy  expensive?”  …  [not if you can pay for it]  “Is Chemotherapy painful?”  [oh yes]  “Does my hair always fall out?”  [absolutely]  “How will I know if it’s working?”  [Time Will Tell]  …

And it’s illustrated, lots of wonderful illustrations, and, this is the same artist who illustrated  …  the Joy of Sex!  Truth!  Stranger than fiction it is.

Now the second half of the book is devoted to the wonderful different chemicals available to us.  And they have such evocative names, such carefully crafted names, here’s a chemical called DeltaZone, DeltaZone!  That’s very, what sexy, Babylon-5, futuristic, or  …  Greek!  And here’s one called Naturlan!  That’s like Nature and land, gives a good Bambi feeling.  This Naturland cautions you against making a meal of bananas, pickled herring, and Fava Bean Pods.  […I’d caution you against that in any event].  

And here’s NovelNex, the novelty of the Next!  WORLD  …  whatever.  Now this has a special precaution, you take this NovelNex and you’re gonna become extremely fertile, lot of hungry eggs there, it says you should double up on your birth control, but of course not to use The Pill, [capital T capital P] because that could cause complications, well, could give you cancer and that could be a complication of course, and it says tell your doctor right away if you even think you've become pregnant while taking this medication.  Now in this other column it lists the normal everyday side affects and they include, “immediate loss of hair, bone pain, headache, vomiting brackish material, drooping eyelids, genital itching, excessive bronchial secretions, and a blackening of the palms.”  Now look, let’s get up-close-and-personal here: If I arrive on your doorstep, hair in hand, drippy eyelids, hocking and vomiting brackish material, and itching my crotch with my blackened palms are we gonna date?!  Are we going to the disco?!

I don’t think so.  ‘Tell your doctor right away’ yeah ‘cause they’ll be shocked!

She gets up and returns the chair to its place.

And for this DeltaZone?  It says rush to the hospital if you have any of these symptoms; ‘indigestion’, ‘weight gain’, or a ‘false sense of well-being’.  A false sense of well being, what other sense could you have????  ChemoTherapy and You, that number again to order direct, 1-800-4-CANCER, that’s 1-800-4-CANCER.

GOOD DRUGS

(Looking at the white ‘bed’ stool SR as if at her mom, she smiles and begins to laugh)

How you doin’ over there mom…  You okay???

(Sitting on the stool and becoming her mother, eyes rolling, in a breathy dramatic voice) 
“Oh yes.  I’m good.”

Got some good drugs working there, huh mom…?

“…  Sing me a song.  A pretty song.  About  …  (dramatically)  deaaath  … “

You want me to sing you a pretty song … about death.  …  Alll—right  …  ah  …  let me think  … you’re taxing my repertoire here, ah  … (she gamely searches through a few tunes to herself)  oh! Okay, here, see, see if you like this  …

O - O DEATH COME KNOCKIN’ ON A SINNER’S DOOR

HE’S SINGIN’ HELLO SINNER ARE YOU READY TO GO

I SA-AY NO NO-OH NO, NO-OH, NO NO OH-NO  …

AIN’T GOT ON MY TRAVELIN' SHOES, AIN’T DONE MY DUTY

NO, NO, NO, I’M SINGIN' NO NO NO I AIN’T GOT ON MY TRAVELIN' 


 SHO-O-OES  …

O - O  … (she begins humming a second verse, breaking off with a joyous smile)
Do you like that?  You like that one?  I must know ten verses, I …

Back in the high white stool as her mother again – she smiles enigmatically… 
“Can’t you sing anything nice?   Don’t you know anything pretty?”

…  A nice and pretty song about death.  Okay. I’ll have to think.  I’m going to fix us some supper now, I’m starving you must be hungry.  I have a treat!  And I’ll think – I’ll sing a song for you.  Ring the bell if you need me, and I’ll think  … I’ll find you a song …
YOU’RE LIKE A MOTHER TO ME 

Two days before she died, she was only sleeping now, just resting, only resting… a man she admired very much came to say good bye.  He’s about 46, slight of build, a handsome man, a handicapped man, a lawyer, an advocate for the rights of the disabled, something my mother did in the years before she died.  He went to her room, stood by her bed, and took her hand, and talked to her.  He said;  “Oh Jan, I love you so much, You have given me so much… A more generous, wiser, wittier woman, or man! I do not know  …  You've been like a mother to me.  …I have so much to thank you for.  Oh Jan, I love you.”

And I stood outside the bedroom door, and I listened.  …I thought:  (with an effort and with great generosity…)

He’s a lucky man.

EASY FADE TO BLACK

GUILT


So now I’ve been to two ‘grief workshops’, put my address on the pass-around, and now I’m besieged with how-to-grieve missives in the mail.  One of them said:

“When you suffer a loss you can expect to experience one or more of the following symptoms:  You may— not be able to remember the language of the country you were born into.  You may— not be able to complete sentences or thoughts. You may— feel strong feelings of guilt, or anger.”

Guilt.  I have a guilt.                                               (Everyone apparently has ‘a guilt’!)

From behind a back curtain she produces a giant xerox of a vividly colored 18th century painting of a man on his death bed.  There is a women bowed beside him, a priest standing above him, and a half-dozen blue-green devils prance about … as an angel is flying off.

See this picture  … Well what I really want you to see are the devils.   The picture, I don’t know, ah, it’s a Catholic thing.  I guess.  I mean, it’s not Jewish… There’s the dying man, looking at, what, a picture of an illicit love?  And the wife or sister’s here - the priest trying to save his soul - There is an angel present, but, she’s out-a-here.  Kind of like those death-care workers who were with me!  Time for lunch; gotta go!  The devils here look pretty happy, definitely seem to have the upper hand, -- really I just want you to see about the tails.  See their tails?  They are always pictured with tails, because – they have tails.   Devils have tails.  That’s it.

Now my mother was a sophisticated person.  Very pretty, very sophisticated.  But towards the end there, there was an issue … of devils. 

… Couple of years ago, we were talking on the phone, she told me that she’d had a terrible dream, a frightening dream, and I never forgot this because dreams were not a topic of conversation between us,-- nor was fear.  In the dream, she was looking out the dining room window and she saw a little puppy scrabbling at a hole in the front yard, so she got up to go out to see what was the matter with the puppy, and when she looked back, it had turned into a red mouse, a big, red, mouse. (She illustrates a long, mouse tail)  And she said “you don’t suppose that was the devil, do you  ... ”

  
In the hospital when I came to take her home  …  she was only there a few days, just long enough for them to say  …  “hey, (she lifts one foot and makes the gesture of dusting off her hands) you’re on your own here,” she said  …


“Boy I’ll tell you, I’m nuttier than a fruit cake  … I didn’t sleep all night, what with the buzzers buzzin’ and the girls runnin’ in and outta here  …  but you see that IV stand over there?!  I thought that IV stand was a person standing there all night!!  Now I know it’s just the drugs they’re giving me!   But I never did see behind him…See if he had a tail or not…”


I’d been giving my mother angels for years, I didn’t realize it, until recently going home, I saw the house is full of them!  There’s angels cut from tin, homespun gals who hold a heart together over the kitchen door.  There’s fat cherubs with lutes and flutes, lady angels in green gowns with gold threads, and one of those silly little angel pins for her sweater.

It was my job to make sure no devils got in at the last moment.  

By that time I’d made myself a nice dog bed on the floor in the bedroom.  You know when someone’s first sick in the bed, you give them a bell so they can ring-a-ling when they need you, and when they no longer have the strength to lift the bell, you can get a baby monitor so you can hear their every whisper, and finally you just crawl right in bed with them. I had a blanket and a nice pillow…a nice place, sleeping like a dog, in the room, to protect. 
The night she died was a long night…I was singing, I was dancing, she was calling, it was going on and on – it was very late.  And I heard the devils.  I heard them in the other part of the house, I heard their tails, banging and clanking on the furniture.  (She picks up the chair and noisily and easily upends on the floor.) There weren’t any devils in the room, I was certain of that, the door was closed to them, I could feel that there were only angels.  I thought we had another day, I didn’t think she was going to die.  She was working so hard, I thought, she’ll be tired, in the morning I’ll need to…I went to sleep.  It was the silence that woke me up…  So I have a guilt because… I didn’t do my job.  (She begins to weep) And now I’ll never know -- if one of those stinking sneaky things didn’t get in at the last minute…  Because I was asleep…
She wipes her face and without a blackout, moves into the next segment.

SHE’S JUST AWAY - WAITING BY THE DOOR


My mother was a very popular woman – while she was lying dying in her bed, she got hundreds of ‘get-well’ cards, the irony of which was not lost on her.  Some of them sang  …  (she opens some cards that sing)  …  And of course after she died I got hundreds of ‘sorry-she-died’ cards.  It is a Hallmark event  after all…  But this one, this one…It’s called;


SHE IS JUST AWAY.  That’s the title, this card is a poem.  And it says here “adapted from the writings of James Whitcomb Riley” – who is known as The Hoosier Poet.  I actually went to the card shop and found the original which of course, is ‘HE IS JUST AWAY’, and that, doesn’t have that ‘adapted from the’ addendum  …

‘YOU CANNOT SAY, YOU MUST NOT SAY THAT SHE IS DEAD,    …    SHE IS JUST AWAY!     …    WITH A CAREFREE SMILE AND A WAVE OF THE HAND SHE HAS WANDERED INTO AN UNKNOWN LAND, AND LEFT US DREAMING HOW VERY FAIR, IT NEEDS MUST BE, SINCE SHE LINGERS THERE  ...  SO THINK OF HER AS DEAR IN THE LOVE OF THERE, AS THE LOVE OF HERE, THINK OF HER STILL AS THE SAME, AND SAY, SHE IS NOT DEAD, SHE IS JUST AWAY!!!’

…I feel, so often, like a dog.  I’m a dog, I’m lying in the kitchen I’ve got my nose pressed to the crack where in air comes in from the garage and I’m waiting.  I’m not impatient, that’s my activity that’s what I do.…And every once in a while someone sees me lying there and thinks, “Oh God…     look at the poor pooch! -She doesn’t understand that Jan’s not just …!  Ahh come here…  Come on…come here!  Come on! Come here…COME ON—COME …!”   And I get up and I go over, over, over, and maybe they scratch me behind my ear, maybe that part of my neck that’s so ...  And after a while they go back to the business of their life. -- Maybe I go over to the water bowl. (she used the microphone for the water-lapping sounds) Lap, lap, lap, lap, lap, lap, lap, lap, lap.  Lap. (pause as she lifts her head -- hearing maybe….but no.) Lap, lap, lap, lap, lap.  Lap.  

Have a drink.  

And then, click click click click, toenails on the linoleum, I go back to the door.  And I lie down. 
She heaves a great groaning dog-sigh

And I wait. 
Pause.

I’m waiting.

Long, long pause, as she continues to watch the door. 

I’m waiting.

LIGHTS FADE & COME FULL AGAIN

END – SONG

Lights up full!

The performer claps and stomps out a strong mountain rhythm.
I’m going to end with a song.  This is a death song. It’s an Appalachian song, so there’s a  …  rhythm  …  If there’s a couple of you, that are good at this… this isn’t easy!  And can help me hold it  …  (she leads any willing audience members in the clap & stomp rhythm) 
O-OH DEA-ATH, O-OH DEA-ATH! PLEASE SPARE ME O’ER FOR ANOTHER YEAR  …

MOTHER MOTHER COME TO MY BED, LAY A COLD TOWEL ACROSS MY HEAD, HEAD’S SO HOT, FEET’S SO COLD, DEATH MOVIN’ IN UPON MY SOUL

O-OH DEA-ATH, O-OH DEA-ATH__ PLEASE SPARE ME O’ER FOR ANOTHER YEAR  …

CHILDREN PRAY, PREACHER PREACH, TIME AND MERCY’S OUT OF REACH, DEATH I COME TO TAKE THE SOUL – LEAVE THE BODY AND LEAVE IT COLD TAKE THE SKIN RIGHT OFF THE FRAME – EARTH AND WORMS BOTH HAVE THEIR CLAIM

OH DEATH, OH DEATH, PLEASE SPARE ME OVER FOR ANOTHER YEAR

MY WEALTH IS ALL AT YOUR COMMAND IF YOU’LL REMOVE YOUR ICY HAND  …

NO WEALTH NO MONEY, NO SILVER NO GOLD, NOTHING SATISFIES ME BUT YOUR SOUL

OH DEATH, OH DEATH, PLEASE SPARE ME OVER FOR ANOTHER YEAR

OH DEATH, OH DEATH, PLEASE SPARE ME OVER FOR ANOTHER YEAR

She stops the house clapping, and into the hush sings the last line alone.
O – OH DEATH,  O – OH DEATH  …

PLEASE SPARE ME O'ER FOR ANOTHER YE – EAR!
BLACKOUT

page 40

