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			Advance Praise for 
Morning Pages

			 

			“Feiffer’s novel is a seductive meditation on the shifting roles women play as daughters, mothers, wives, and artists. Full of wise observations and a scathing wit, this smart, engrossing read will stay with you long after you’ve finished. Original and enthralling.”

			—Fiona Davis, New York Times bestselling author of 
The Spectacular

			 

			“Morning Pages plies a withering wit in the service of an open-hearted exploration of love, career, and family. As the playwright-narrator tackles her block through the writers-class exercise of early morning free association, we feel the squeeze of her sandwich-generation predicament, caring for a declining mother and an inscrutable and increasingly distant adolescent son. Not since Andrew Sean Greer’s Less have I laughed so much and, at the same time, been so moved.”

			—Geraldine Brooks, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning book March

			 

			“I laughed out loud at Kate Feiffer’s comic characters and clever way with words. Her protagonist Elise is caught in the all-too-common middle-aged pickle of being sandwiched between a disengaged teenage son and an overly engaged parent, while at the same time, trying to revive her flatlining career and moribund love life. Feiffer’s inventive framework of a play within a novel deftly reveals the challenging issues beneath the humor. The reader roots for Elise to find a path forward and show us the way.”

			—Alisyn Camerota, CNN

			 

			“A compulsively readable tale of a woman writer in a full-fledged ‘sandwich-generation’ crisis. Her interior monologue is a hilarious, poignant blend of existentialism and stand-up comedy. Feiffer’s playfully eviscerating-yet-compassionate observational humor is so incisive, I could barely refrain from calling friends to read snippets of it aloud. And her prose is simply addictive: each new paragraph brings some delicious wordplay; I want a Phrase-a-Day calendar stolen from Elise’s morning pages.”

			—Nicole Galland, author of Stepdog

			 

			“Kate Feiffer has done with words what she is best known for with her illustrations, making us laugh out loud but also feeling the profound power of heartwarming love.”

			—Nancy Slonim Aronie, founder of Chilmark Writing Workshop
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			For my writers’ groups

		

	
		
			 

			“In order to retrieve your creativity, you need to find it. I ask you to do this by an apparently pointless process I call the morning pages. You will do the pages daily through all the weeks of the course and, I hope, much longer. I have been doing them for a decade now. I have students who have worked with them nearly that long and who would no more abandon them than breathing.… What are morning pages? Put simply, the morning pages are three pages of longhand writing, strictly stream-of-consciousness.”

			—Julia Cameron, The Artist’s Way

			“Being a grownup means assuming responsibility for yourself, for your children, and—here’s the big curve—for your parents.”

			—Wendy Wasserstein

			“Madame Bovary, c’est moi.”

			—Gustave Flaubert

			“People write in diaries, but diaries never write back. It’s the same with these Morning Pages. Unrequited confessions.”

			—Elise Hellman
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			January 5, 2013

			 

			 

			Dear Elise:

			 

			The Players Playhouse will soon be celebrating its 25th anniversary! When we started this theater company to nurture the talents of emerging playwrights, we could only dream that we would be instrumental in launching voices that would shake up and redefine American theater. Yet, by producing the work of playwrights like you, this is precisely what we have done.

			For our 25th anniversary, we have decided to offer commissions to the five playwrights whose work premiered during our first season. Elise, you are one of our selected playwrights. Your first play, Simple Syrup, offered a visionary approach to a woman facing mid-life: her pursuit of having the perfect mid-life crisis captured the angst of a generation. Many of us at The Players Playhouse still remember your brilliant line: “My career hasn’t met my expectations. My marriage hasn’t met my expectations. My children haven’t met my expectations. I am now at the age at which I am expected to have a mid-life crisis. I’m not going to screw that up too.”

			Thanks to an anonymous benefactor, we can offer you $50,000 to write an original play which would premiere during our 2014 season. We are unfortunately working with an unusually tight timeframe, and if you will honor us by accepting this commission, we will need your finished play by December 1, 2013.

			Elise, my enthusiasm to work with you again is unmatched! I eagerly await your reply.

			 

			Sincerely yours,

			[image: ]

			Samuel Ronstein

			Executive and Artistic Director

			The Players Playhouse

			 

		

	
		
			DAY 1

			Morning Pages. Day 1.

			I will do these. Every morning.

			First thing.

			Before coffee. Before my brain kicks in and kicks out again.

			Morning pages. Day 1.

			I already wrote that. Shit.

			How should I begin?

			I used to love beginnings. The sloppy adrenaline rush of starting something new. Thinking faster than I could type. Not anymore. These days, beginnings feel ravenous and needy. “Give us a middle!” they shout. Middles are hungry for conflict though, and that’s a problem for someone as conflict-averse as I am.

			I don’t like what I’ve written so far.

			It doesn’t matter. Keep writing, Elise. Just keep writing.

			I’ll write about yesterday.

			Mom got stuck in her bathtub. Alan called. It was around 2:00 in the afternoon. Before Marsden got home from school. Alan has never called me before. I’ve known him since I was five, and yesterday was the first time I’d ever spoken to him on the phone. When I picked up and heard, “Hi Elise, it’s Alan, the doorman from 212,” I got so excited I shrieked into the receiver, “Alan! Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re calling me!”

			I don’t know why I did that.

			Alan’s voice sounded serious, not quite somber, but weighed down with discomfort. He said, “I’m sorry to bother you, Elise, but there’s an issue with your mother; she seems to be stuck in the bathtub.” Neither the absurdity of his words nor the soberness of his tone resonated. I was delighted that my favorite doorman had called me, and I responded by asking him, “How are you? How’s the building? How are things in New York?”

			“Elise, your mother is stuck in the bathtub, in her apartment, she can’t get out of the bathtub.”

			“Oh no. That’s terrible,” I replied this time.

			It’s possible, I suppose, that we may have never known that Mom was stuck in the tub until it was too late. We only found out because Aunt Rosemary had a premonition that something was wrong. At least that’s what she said. Mom wasn’t answering her phone and Aunt Rosemary got worried. Instead of calling me, she called Mom’s building and told Alan that there’s an emergency, that someone needed to check in on her sister right away. Alan alerted the super—there’s a new one but I can’t remember his name—maybe it’s Elon. I still can’t believe Mr. Fuchs died. This super is baby-faced and handsome and polite and no match for Mom, and when he found her in her bathtub she was agitated and swearing like a woman who has an expansive enough vocabulary to comfortably perform triage and discard the respectable words.

			I wonder what he said when he found her there. “May I please help you out of the bathtub, Mrs. Hellman?”

			And her reply? “Who let you into my apartment? Get the hell out of here, you perverted motherfucker!”

			After that, Alan called me. He didn’t want to chitchat. “Elise, what would you like us to do?”

			I wanted to say, “Keep her in the tub.” The idea of sentencing my mother to the bathtub for the rest of her life is, I’ll admit, somewhat appealing.

			Instead, I said, “Alan, thank you so much for letting me know. I’ll figure something out and get back to you.”

			I called Aunt Rosemary and filled her in and asked if she would go uptown to Mom’s to help her.

			She said, “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away. I sensed something was wrong. I always know when something is wrong with Trudy.”

			I don’t know if Aunt Rosemary actually had a premonition. All I know is that she has a nose for drama. Even the way she looks is dramatic. At 77, her hair is still a passionate shade of singed auburn. It doesn’t so much frame her face as form a separate entity around it. It’s a dome under which her face resides—that mountainous forehead, over-chlorinated pools for eyes shielded by a pair of wire-rimmed bifocals, a perfectly fixed nose, and cheeks that seem shaped differently every time you see her. And when she speaks, her lips not only form words. They mold each and every letter within those words. I suspect Uncle Bill found a lot of pleasure in those all-encompassing lips.

			Aunt Rosemary took a cab uptown. I know this because she likes to complain about the high cost of taking taxis yet says she’d rather be waterboarded than ride the subway and compares taking the bus to a slow dance with eternity. I called the super and stayed on the phone with him while we waited for Aunt Rosemary to arrive, which seemed to take forever, so while we were waiting, I asked him if he’d try again. “Tell her, ‘I’m talking to your daughter, and she has asked me to help you out of the bathtub.’”

			But Mom didn’t believe him. “You’re not talking to my daughter. She’s working on her play. She refuses to talk to anyone when she’s working. I know what you’re really after.”

			When Aunt Rosemary arrived, the super told her that he’d wait in the front foyer, but when he heard screaming, he ran into the bathroom and found Mom draped in a towel and standing over Aunt Rosemary who was lying on the floor hollering, “My back is broken!”

			This is what was reported back to me by Alan. The super called for an ambulance and the EMTs raced in and brought Aunt Rosemary downstairs on a gurney.

			I couldn’t get Mom on the phone until late last night, and when I did, she said, “She’s fine. Of course she’s fine. You know how your Aunt Rosemary is. It’s always something and then it’s nothing.”

			She also said she decided not to go to the hospital with Aunt Rosemary because she was famished and exhausted, so she scrambled some eggs and crawled into bed—which was also her excuse for not picking up the phone even though I must have called 30 times.

			Aunt Rosemary called me from the hospital just before midnight.

			“Elise, they drove like my life was slipping away. I almost had a heart attack, and then I spent four hours in the blood-stained bowels of the emergency room listening to a concert of falsetto screams before being seen by a magnificently incompetent doctor.”

			“Oh, Aunt Rosemary, I’m so sorry this happened. How’s your back?”

			“They claim it’s spasming,” she said.

			I should drive down to the city to make sure they’re both okay. If I leave Dedham at noon, I’ll miss rush-hour traffic and will get to New York by 3:30. But Marsden is with me this week—and I was going to force myself to sit at my computer and write. No excuses. No procrastinations. But maybe this isn’t an excuse. This is an emergency.

			It’s not really an emergency.

			Mom is okay. Aunt Rosemary is probably fine. What would I do if I went? I’d get in a fight with Mom. I’d lose a day of writing. I have deadline creep. I can’t lose a day right now. I need my days. I’ll stay.

			I need to be here for Marsden also. To make sure he focuses on his college essay—and not his bong.

			I’ve written three pages. Three pages-ish. I have finished something. Accomplished something. Morning Pages Day 1 is completed. I have two months and four days—which I have calculated is 65 days—to finish Deja New. Sixty-five is a robust number. It’s more than nine weeks. But barely. God creating the world in one measly week has set up unhealthy expectations for the rest of us, but nevertheless, I can surely finish writing a play in 65 days.

		

	
		
			DAY 2

			Sunrise is fast approaching. After lying in bed, repositioning my pillow, and mentally composing today’s Morning Pages for over two hours, which was a huge waste of insomnia, I have forced myself out of bed to write these. I think I work too much in bed. When I work in bed, I don’t sleep. Now I’m in the kitchen. Maybe if I work in the kitchen, I won’t eat.

			The floor feels like an ice pack. It’s not even cold out yet. Why is it so cold in the house? It’s still September.

			I should put on socks. No. I don’t want to punish my feet and make them walk back to the bedroom. It’s dark and quiet and I’m going to sit here at the kitchen table under a bare light bulb—an expensive designer light made to look like a bare lightbulb—so stupid. I’ll whip out these Morning Pages so I can go back to bed and hopefully get an hour of sleep before the alarm rings, and I reemerge as the cheery, crepe-making lady.

			For what? Marsden will sleep through his alarm. I’ll wake him up and he’ll grunt while tossing his long, gorgeous limbs over the side of his bed.

			“I made crepes,” I’ll say.

			“Cool,” he’ll respond.

			Four crepes stuffed with fresh berries, bananas slices, and a schmear of Nutella will then slip down his throat. A plate of food disappears within seconds. The only thing he does with any speed is eat. The rest of his life moves at a stop rushing me I’ll get there when I get there speed—only he doesn’t get anywhere. He’s in a perpetual state of slowly going and never getting. Except when he eats. He eats without chewing. I tried talking to him about the health benefits of chewing and the usefulness of teeth. He nodded mechanically and said, “Y’I know.” I tried engaging him with stories about teeth that might interest him. I told him about the serial killer who extracted his victims’ teeth and kept them as keepsakes, and he said, “Cool.” I told him about the pilot from Connecticut who killed his wife and put her through a woodchipper to dispose of her body and that the investigators only broke the case because they found one of her teeth in a woodpile. “Teeth can withstand a woodchipper, Mars. They are great assets, and you should make better use of yours.” And I proposed the idea of a mother-son movie night where we watch Marathon Man together. I’m still waiting for that to happen.

			When did I lose him? I somehow missed the moment he started to disappear. Was there a moment? There are so many moments I can remember. All the firsts. First word. First step. First night without wearing a diaper. First bike ride. First day of kindergarten. First day of high school. But I can’t remember the first long uninterrupted silence.

			I try talking to him about his day, about school, about applying to colleges, about taking a gap year. I try talking at him, with him, near him, behind him, in the car sitting next to him. He nods and his eyelids droop. Is he stoned? Is he always stoned? When was the first time he smoked pot? Surely the first time wasn’t when he got caught with Tommy Kane on Ralph Riverton’s deer cam.

			Tommy said, “It wasn’t us.” Marsden said, “It looks like us.” Ralph Riverton said, “Don’t fucking come on my property again you stupid-ass delinquents.” Elliot said, “Ralph, they’re just kids experimenting.” I said, “Marsden, do you promise to stay off Mr. Riverton’s property?” Marsden said, “Sure.” June said, “Can we please not turn this into a trespassing issue? Our children are being accused of doing drugs.” Tommy stood his ground, “Mom, I told you it wasn’t us.” “Marsden?” I asked. “Was it you?” He repeated, “It looks like us.” “What the fuck, Marsden,” Tommy said. “That’s not us.” “Tommy, watch your language,” June said. Elliot told Riverton, “The kids will stay off your property. Marsden, Tommy, please.” “Yeah, of course,” both boys replied.

			He doesn’t even try to hide his smoking. Sure, his drug paraphernalia is in his shirt drawer, but he doesn’t bother to cover it. I used to take his pot when I found it and pepper him with stories about fried brains and ruined lives. I was on him all the time. Then he said, “Yup. Got it. You know, Mom, every time you take my weed, I buy more, and it costs me a lot of money.” He had a point. Maybe it’s laziness on my part. Maybe I’m a lousy mother. Or maybe the best course of action is inaction, and I should let Marsden find himself. But nobody really finds themselves. They just find new places to get lost.

			It is a wonder, though, how Marsden had more words as a toddler than he does as a 17-year-old. He was speaking in full sentences before he was two. At 17, sentences barely exist.

			I can’t feel my fingertips. I should go back to bed. I’m too hungry to go back to bed. I think I’ll make myself a crepe and chew and chew and chew and chew.

			 

		

	
		
			DAY 3

			Julie drove down to the city from Syracuse yesterday because Aunt Rosemary was having muscle spasms, or as she described it, “Poseidon’s furious waves of pain.” Julie is a great daughter. I wonder if I’d travel that far if Mom was having a tidal event. I’d probably sit at home and hope that one of the waves would wash her away.

			I cannot believe I just wrote that.

			What the hell is wrong with me?

			I should be a better daughter.

			No. It’s okay. I can be a bad daughter here.

			Mom kept calling and calling yesterday. She seemed a little out of it and even forgot who she was calling a few times.

			MOM: Who’s this?

			ME: It’s me, Elise.

			MOM: Who?

			ME: Elise, your daughter. You called me.

			MOM: Oh darling, it’s so nice to hear your voice. I know you’re busy writing, so I’m trying not to call too often, but I wanted to tell you that I miss you.

			ME: I miss you too.

			Twenty minutes later she called again.

			MOM: Elise, this is your mother.

			ME: Hi Mom.

			MOM: I’ve been up all night. I couldn’t sleep at all.

			ME: You should try to take a nap.

			MOM: I’m too exhausted to nap.

			ME: I can’t talk right now. I’m writing.

			MOM: I’m out of Ambien. I can’t sleep without Ambien. Can you send me some?

			ME: Why don’t you call your doctor and ask him to refill your prescription?

			MOM: I already called and spoke to his cunt receptionist. She said he won’t give me a refill until I come in for an appointment.

			ME: Can you not call her that? She’s just doing her job.

			MOM: I won’t call her that again.

			ME: Why don’t you go in for an appointment?

			MOM: Why would I do that?

			ME: To get your prescription refilled.

			 

			Something happens to my upper body when I talk to Mom on the phone. It involuntarily pitches forward, then swings back like I’m one of those glass toys—the drinking bird with the long neck and the bright colored liquid inside. I walk around holding the phone to my ear, tipping, swinging, and bobbing while she’s bitching and cursing.

			Then the third call.

			MOM: I’m changing doctors.

			ME: Why would you do that?

			MOM: My doctor should have his license revoked.

			ME: For not refilling your prescription?

			MOM: For being a prick.

			ME: Your doctor is a good doctor if he wants to see you before refilling your prescription. That’s pretty much the definition of being a good doctor.

			MOM: All he has to do is pick up the phone and call in a refill, but instead he wants me to schlep across town. It’s criminal.

			ME: I’ve got to get back to work. I’m on a deadline.

			MOM: Please talk to me. Elise, you never talk to me. You still haven’t told me what your new play is about.

			ME: I’ve told you.

			MOM: I must not remember then. But I’m sure I’d remember if you told me.

			Is it possible I never told her what my play is about? I withhold so much from her I think I may not have told her. I think all I’ve said to her about the play is, “I’m working now. I’ll tell you later.” God, that’s awful of me. I don’t think I’ve told her. And I did it again yesterday.

			ME: I’m working now. I’ll tell you later.

			Fourth call—an hour or so later.

			ME: Hi Mom.

			MOM: Who’s this?

			ME: It’s me, Elise, your daughter. You called me.

			MOM: Elise, I need to talk to you about something. I couldn’t sleep at all last night and my doctor refuses to refill my prescription for Ambien. Can you help me?

			ME: We’ve already talked about this. There’s nothing I can do.

			MOM: My doctor wants me to schlep across town to see him, but I don’t have time to do that. It will take all day.

			ME: We discussed this before. What else are you doing today? Go to the doctor.

			MOM: I’ve made a decision. I’m going to find a new doctor.

			ME: I’m on a deadline.

			MOM: Just talk to me for a minute more. Elise, tell me what’s new with you. Have you talked to your father recently?

			ME: I talked to him a few weeks ago. He’s fine.

			MOM: Is he still married to that slut?

			ME: Lucy’s not a slut.

			MOM: She’s a social climber.

			ME: Well, she’s not a very good one if she’s using Dad for her ladder. I’ve got to go, Mom.

			MOM: You never want to talk to me.

			After that I tried turning off the ringer, but I couldn’t focus because I was wondering if she was calling, so I turned it back on and spent the day fighting with her about her doctor. My work life is being conducted in short intervals between calls from my mother.

			I’m going to write down all the times she called. I want to keep a record of this. If I never finish Deja New, I’ll at least know why.

			8:46

			9:02

			9:56

			10:25

			11:02

			11:30

			1:15

			1:50

			2:00

			2:11

			2:17

			2:48

			3:47

			4:01

			4:03

			4:51

			5:33

			5:38

			6:06

			6:36

			6:46

			7:04

			8:21

		

	
		
			DAY 4

			I need to pee but I’m going to hold it in until I finish writing today’s Morning Pages. Even if all I do is write about the sensation of needing to pee for the next three pages. What does needing to pee feel like? What are some good need-to-pee adjectives? Needing to pee is making me feel blocked. I can’t think of the right words to describe what it feels like to need to pee. It doesn’t matter that I’m only stream of consciousnessing. Stream of consciousnessing—is that a thing? If it’s not, it should be. Like procrastinating. If only someone would hire me to procrastinate. Maya assures me that procrastination is part of the creative process. And Maya, being Maya, will cite a study to prove it. I can then feel good about doing anything but what I’m supposed to be doing, until I start to freak out because the days keep falling off an eroding cliff and I still haven’t figured out how to end my play.

			“I think I’m going to miss my deadline,” I told her last week. “I’m stuck.”

			“Start doing Morning Pages,” she said.

			I’m four days in.

			“Start drinking blueberry and kale smoothies,” she said.

			I’ve had two.

			“Have sex. Lose your divorce virginity.”

			It’s been so long. I don’t remember how.

			How did I become a celibate middle-aged woman with writer’s block who is about to pee herself?

			I’m going to hold it in. This is the new me. The hold-it-in-to-let-it-out me.

			I called Mom yesterday to tell her about Deja New. Detail by detail, with this disclaimer: “Just so you know, I didn’t write this in hopes that this becomes a life-imitates-art situation. But the play is about a single woman whose divorced parents move in with her. For the record, I definitely don’t want that to happen.”

			“It might be nice.”

			“Are you kidding me?”

			“Of course I’m kidding, Elise,” she said. Like this is a thing she does, kids around. Never. Not once in my life.

			I started telling her about the play. Act 1, Scene 1—

			“Laurie and Granny are at a restaurant—”

			She cut in before I got my next sentence out.

			“You’re writing a play about a grandmother. How wonderful and how very dull.”

			“I’m not writing a play about a grandmother. Granny is a guy. He’s 40. His actual name is Granville. Granny is his nickname.”

			“A man named Granny. Elise, that’s brilliant!”

			“Thanks, Mom,” I said. We were having a nice moment.

			“That must have a terrible burden. Is he impotent?”

			She ruined the moment. I didn’t answer her question. Just kept explaining what my play was about. Like I didn’t hear what she had said.

			It’s Laurie’s 40th birthday and she and Granny haven’t seen each other in over ten years. They are talking and kind of laughing about a pact that they made in college. If they were both single when they turned 40, they’d get married. And here they are—both single at 40. They seem to be avoiding talking seriously about the one thing they’d both like to talk seriously about.

			She cut in again. But this time her feedback was useful. More than useful. Brilliant. “There needs to be tension between them, tension that might be confused with sexual tension. And don’t forget the cultural tension of being a successful single woman. What they say to each other is as important as what they aren’t saying.”

			Mom was right. I need more layers of unspoken tension between their words. Laurie and Granny haven’t seen each other for ten years. What does that body language look like? They’re both single. Do they lean in toward each other when they talk? A never-married professionally successful woman at 40 will have gone through her 30s dodging questions. Are you married? How come you’re not married? Aren’t you worried about your biological clock? Did you know children born to women over the age of 35 have a greater chance of having learning disabilities? She will be used to fielding these types of questions in the same way one is used to fielding questions about the weather. Is it cold out? Why haven’t you been married? She will be used to questions people ask and the suppositions they make. People view married women differently from how they view single women and women with children, whether they’re married or not, differently from women who don’t have children. I think I have too many one-liners but not enough substance. But maybe my characters are hiding their nervousness behind the one-liners. How can I play off of that?

			Mom loved Grace. That was a relief. I was worried she’d be upset. She was delighted though. “She’s not really based on you,” I tried to tell her.

			But she knew. Of course she knew. “Don’t bullshit me, Elise. Of course she’s me. I am honored to have inspired a character in your play. Just please don’t make her a prude. You tend to sanitize the characters you create who are based on me.”

			I told her that I will make Grace sexually inappropriate if that’s what she wants.

			“I’ve never been inappropriate,” she said. “Just because I’m not repressed like you, Elise, doesn’t mean I’m inappropriate.”

			“I know that. But you are inappropriate.”

			“You never have anything nice to say about me, do you?”

			We were getting into it. It always happens this way. Thankfully she wanted to talk more about Grace.

			“Don’t let the father get away with being charming. After he moves in with them, you mustn’t allow the character based on me to become a satire of herself. You don’t want to let your anger toward me and your fond feelings for your father ruin your play.”

			She’s right. I have to make sure I figure out who Grace really is. I can’t let my anger at Mom create, then destroy this character.

			It was strange talking to her about it. It was almost as if Mom could see the play I should be writing instead of the play I am writing. Her emotional intelligence for fictional characters is incredibly high. And yet, she seems to have little emotional intelligence for interacting with actual people.

			Early on I used to talk my plays out with her, but then I stopped. Why did I stop? When we talk about books and movies and theater, we don’t fight. That’s not true. We had a fight a few weeks back about The Big Sleep. She was telling me that the character played by Martha Vickers was based on her.

			“The underage manipulating seductress murderer younger sister to Lauren Bacall’s character? You think she was based on you? I don’t think so.”

			“There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Elise. You never wanted to know about me.”

			“Well maybe that’s the reason why,” I told her. Then of course I said, “I’ve got to go. I have a deadline.” I’m a lousy daughter.

			(LAURIE, dressed in a cautiously sexy outfit, is out for her 40th birthday dinner with her best friend from college, GRANVILLE (GRANNY). They are at a trendy restaurant. The walls are covered with what looks like street art. The restaurant’s decor with the paintings should be projected on a large screen behind them. Along with the place settings at the table, there is a candle that resembles a phallus. The scene starts with Laurie and Granville looking at their menus. Granville is wearing a pair of readers. Laurie is squinting and holding her menu out in front of her with both arms. She moves it to the left and to the right and stretches her arms out so far that they are in danger of popping out of their sockets.)

			GRANVILLE

			Do you want me to hold it for you?

			(Laurie lifts the menu up over her head and tries to read it like that, then brings it down in front of her. She picks up the candle and holds it close to the menu.)

			LAURIE

			Oh my! Does this candle look like a…?

			GRANVILLE

			Wow. It kind of does.

			LAURIE

			Do you think they did that on purpose?

			GRANVILLE

			They must have.

			(Laurie examines the candle.)

			LAURIE

			Granny, I’m going to make a confession. This is the closest my face has been to a penis in three years. I can’t believe I just said that.

			GRANVILLE

			Three years isn’t that long. Ten years is though. What I can’t believe is that we haven’t seen each other in ten years.

			LAURIE

			I know it. That’s crazy. And now we’re old.

			GRANVILLE

			You look the same as always. You look fabulous.

			LAURIE

			Maybe on the outside. My insides are looking pretty ragged. They’ve been ravaged by the pressure to get married, to have kids, to make money, to have friends, to keep up with politics and movies and books and celebrity scandals, to have arcane interests but not too arcane, and to sleep through the night.

			GRANVILLE

			I’m feeling it too. I thought it would feel different. But it just looks different.

			LAURIE

			(Still holding the phallus candle) I don’t think they really want us to order. The print on this menu is tiny. Have you noticed that everything is getting bigger and bigger these days except for fonts? People are driving around in cars that are the size of houses. I bet there’s a car out there somewhere that has a bowling alley or a pool in it. And the houses. What’s up with all the McMansions? But then you go to a restaurant and the print is so small you can’t read the menu.

			[image: ]

			GRANVILLE

			This is the decade where menus become impossible to read.

			LAURIE

			That sucks. I love reading menus.

			GRANVILLE

			Really? I didn’t know that about you.

			LAURIE

			I feel unwanted here. Let’s find another place to eat. One that respects font sizes.

			GRANVILLE

			I think we should hold our ground and stay. The food is supposed to be phenomenal.

			(A hip looking waitress walks over to their table.)

			WAITRESS

			Are you ready to order?

			LAURIE

			(Cheery) Hi, how are you today? Do you by any chance have a large print menu? I’m having a hard time seeing this one.

			WAITRESS

			We don’t. But we do have the menu on audio if you prefer that. It comes with information about the art on our walls, which was done by a twenty-two-year-old Cuban street artist. You can rent a headset for two dollars.

			LAURIE

			Excuse me?

			WAITRESS

			Here.

			(She pulls a headset out of her apron and holds it up.)

			LAURIE

			You’re really nice to offer that. You’re like a waitress and a docent all in one. But I’m okay. Thanks.

			WAITRESS

			My job description, if you can believe it, is customer advocate and culinary consultant.

			GRANVILLE

			That’s impressive.

			WAITRESS

			Can I get you a drink to start?

			GRANVILLE

			Two glasses of champagne. It’s her birthday.

			WAITRESS

			Please take this. It’s my birthday gift to you.

			(The waitress hands Laurie the headset and Laurie puts it on. The waitress walks away humming “Happy Birthday.”)

			LAURIE

			What do you think an invigorated eggplant involtini is? I think it sounds like it could be good. Mmmm. Listen to this. Skuna Bay salmon crudo with blood orange gastrique. I wish I spoke foodie. I don’t understand what anything on this menu is.
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			LAURIE

			Not for a while. When I was dating, it was like I kept going out with a carbon copy of the same guy. Unavailable. Smart. Self-involved. Kind. Conflicted. Detached and tormented. But they came in different body types. I thought that changing out body types might help. It appears men can have the same demons whether they’re tall and lanky or stocky and barrel-chested. Granny, the truth is I’ve never had a relationship that’s lasted longer than a year and a half. The times between my relationships always last longer than my relationships. Is there a word for that? The time in-between relationships?

			GRANVILLE

			Celibacy...at least for some folks.

			LAURIE

			I went into my last two relationships waiting for them to end and when they did, I felt an incredible wave of relief that the waiting was over. I’ve been checked out of the dating scene for a while now. I think the expectations are too high and I’ve buckled under the pressure…. What about you? I can’t believe we’re so out of touch with each other. We don’t even live that far away from each other. How did we let this happen? I should know about your dating life.

			GRANVILLE

			I’ve had girlfriends. Some serious. But I don’t know, nothing really felt like it clicked. You know that sound people make when they click?

			LAURIE

			Like when they finish each other’s sentences but they’re not talking over each other.

			GRANVILLE

			Exactly. Do you remember Marta?

			LAURIE

			Of course. Marta was great.

			GRANVILLE

			I really loved Marta. I could have married her but when she decided to go to medical school in California we broke up and that was that.

			LAURIE

			I guess it wasn’t meant to be.

			GRANVILLE

			I don’t buy that. Is anything meant to be? It works out and we assume it was meant to be. When someone you love gets into medical school in California and you’ve got a job in Boston, you convince yourself that maintaining a long-distance relationship is impractical. Does that mean it wasn’t meant to be? Marta and I figured we’d both find someone else closer by. And she did. Were they meant to be?

			LAURIE

			I believe that some things are meant to be. I think I was meant to be alone. I’ve come to terms with it, really. Well, as much as I can.

			(Granville puts both his hands on the table and leans toward Laurie.)

			GRANVILLE

			Do you remember our pact?

			LAURIE

			Oh my God—we were going to get married at forty if we were still single! And here we are. Why did we choose forty anyway?

			(Granville leans back and puts his hands in his lap.)

			GRANVILLE

			It seems kind of random. Fifty would have been better. Or thirty, so it would be easier to have kids.

			LAURIE

			Do you think we thought we’d have it all figured out by now or that we knew we wouldn’t?

			GRANVILLE

			It’s strange how far away forty seems when you’re twenty. Do you think sixty seems that far away now that we’re forty?

			(The waitress returns holding two flutes of champagne.)

			WAITRESS

			These are on the house. Have you decided what you’d like for your birthday dinner?

			LAURIE

			What about this or this?

			(Laurie starts tentatively stabbing at the menu.)

			Granny, can you read these?

			GRANVILLE

			Brussel sprouts kulambu. Beef carpaccio. Skuna bay salmon.

			LAURIE

			Oh, and let’s get that eggplant thing. Do you think that’s enough food?

			WAITRESS

			You can always get more if you’re still hungry.

			(The waitress walks away humming “Happy Birthday” again. There’s an almost, but not quite, uncomfortably long silence before Laurie talks.)

			LAURIE

			Granny, I can’t believe you went into tech. You were the consummate English major. You always had a novel in your hand and never understood why I was a math major. By the way, I love my MatchIT App, Granny. It was genius to think that people would want to have appliances that match their personality profile. You’re kind of a visionary.

			GRANVILLE

			I’m not a visionary. I had a good idea, and I caught the moment. We’re expanding into other household items and beyond. It’s extraordinary how eager people are to have their possessions match their personality.
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			(Laurie leans back and crosses her arms.)

			LAURIE

			Did I tell you that my mom has moved in with me?

			GRANVILLE

			Oh no. Is she okay?

			LAURIE

			It’s temporary. She totaled her car. She was banged up but is fine. But I don’t want her driving anymore. She’s a terrible driver. Way too nervous. The bigger problem is her place is almost impossible to get to without a car, so, she’s staying with me for a while.

			GRANVILLE

			And how’s it going?

			LAURIE

			Honestly, it’s hell.

			GRANVILLE

			I’m not surprised. I remember your mom well.

			LAURIE

			Did she try to seduce you when we were in college?

			GRANVILLE

			Not really. I think she just wanted me to be appreciative of her sex appeal.

			LAURIE

			No wonder I’m so fucked up.

			GRANVILLE

			You’re not that fucked up. I’ve been thinking a lot about our pact. Not as a joke. Like thinking about what if we did.

			LAURIE

			How Sleepless in Seattle of you.

			GRANVILLE

			It’s more When Harry Met Sally. But not really.

			LAURIE

			It doesn’t matter, as long as I get to be Meg Ryan.

			GRANVILLE

			I see you more as Tilda Swinton.

			LAURIE

			That’s even better! She’s kind of hot-nerdy. Have you heard of Euler’s Identity?

			GRANVILLE

			I can’t say I have.

			LAURIE

			Euler’s Identity is the perfect equation. E to the i Pi, plus one, equals zero. I know this sounds geeky, but in this one equation there are all of the most important mathematical elements, and the beauty of Pi and an imaginary number. I’m not exaggerating when I tell you that people have compared this equation to a Shakespearean sonnet. I used to use Euler’s Identity as a metaphor for life. E stood for Enrichment—a fulfilling career and friendships. I was Good Health.

			GRANVILLE

			Shouldn’t I be for Illness?

			LAURIE

			Or Immortality.

			GRANVILLE

			Is that what you want?

			LAURIE

			Not with my mom living with me. Pi is for Plentiful and Delicious Food, naturally. And then there’s the Plus One, and that plus one is true love…. Like the perfect equation, together those elements equal a happy and fulfilled life. For a long time, I’d wake up every morning and it would be the first thing I said—E to the i Pi, plus one, equals zero. It was my mantra. But it didn’t matter.

			GRANVILLE

			You had a Plus One problem.

			LAURIE

			Yeah. I had more than just a Plus One problem. But the Plus One was an issue. Then it dawned on me that there’s too much pressure to love. We’re supposed to love our parents. Love our friends. Love our jobs. Love sunny days. Love what we’re wearing. And then find a soulmate to love on top of that.

			GRANVILLE

			What if it’s all bullshit? What if the pressure and the pursuit are real but that’s all that’s real?

			LAURIE

			We were so drunk that night. Do you remember? You peed on a tree, and I yelled at you.

			GRANVILLE

			And then we made the pact.

			LAURIE

			And now we’re forty and I’m living with my mom.

			(The waitress arrives with their food and puts it on the table. While she is placing it down, Laurie is squinting and trying to decipher what’s on the plates.)

			GRANVILLE

			I think we should honor it.

			LAURIE

			Look at this food. It looks like an art project and the portions, the portions here are as tiny as the fonts. (Singing softly almost as if to herself) Happy fortieth birthday tooooooo me.

			BLACKOUT

		

	
		
			DAY 5

			I reworked the first scene of the play yesterday, then walked around Kendrick Pond twice with Maya. First loop—we discussed whether it’s more important to visit the mother who drives you nuts or stay home in case the son whom you drive nuts needs you.

			Second loop was focused on what Maya should do for Stu’s upcoming 50th. It was late afternoon but the sun was lingering in the sky like a teenager defying curfew, which was good because Maya seemed to know everyone there with a dog and we had to stop and chat every 20 steps. Amazingly, she knew not only the names of all the dogs we passed, but also of the owners who stopped to talk. “Do you know them?”

			“We met them last week here, remember?”

			No. I never remember. Maya remembers everything. Birthdays. Lines from movies. Titles of books. Names. Even the names of plants and animals. She collects information, stockpiles fun facts about everyone she meets and creates a storied world filled with fascinating details and tidbits of trivia. She makes the banal interesting.

			Maya wants to throw Stu a surprise party. I told her I thought he would prefer to let the day pass without notice. Stu had the misfortune of being born into this world minutes after Walter Cronkite informed the country that JFK had been assassinated. The news had spread throughout the hospital and everyone in the birthing room, including Stu’s mother, was crying while he was crowning. After the delivery, the doctor disappeared. Stu’s mother figured he stepped out to tell her husband that he had a healthy baby son. But that wasn’t the case. Stu’s father didn’t learn the news of his son’s birth for another two hours and the doctor wasn’t seen again until the following day.

			Being born on a day of tragedy makes for a lousy birthday and Stu’s mother used to break down in tears every year during his birthday party, and for Stu, no matter how many times he’d blow out the candles wishing his birthday was on a different day, it came again and again on November 22. So now, understandably, he reviles his birthday and never celebrates. He’s made such a big deal of not acknowledging his birthday that it’s one of the few birthdays I actually remember, and every year I slip up and wish him a happy birthday by mistake and every year he tells me to mind my own business. “Elise, what is it with you?”

			Maya is convinced he needs to get over his birthday issues. “It’s been 50 years. It’s time to celebrate. I want to go big,” she said.
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