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PREFACE TO MATER NEXUS

Mater Nexus means “Mother Connection”. It’s about women and their lives. They have points of intersection where they meet, where they connect, and they have their individual spaces. Some of the stories may be more central, events affecting them all, but at different levels. Even so it is fundamental that the text consists of all these women’s stories taken together. The synchronicity that exists in life and time exists here as well. The significance is constantly implied in the text, but at the same time there is something happening at the opposite side of the stage, where no dialogue is taking place at that moment. What isn’t written is also significant.

     I attach great importance to the visual landscape of the text. The visual “telling” is a comment to the characters’ stories and to life as it is presented in the text. This is also a “telling” of the different uses of the stage space, which can be related to the development of different conventions in the theatre. The transformation of the stage space is a realisation of the inner landscape of time.

A distortion of time and space takes place. This distortion makes it possible to tell the story out of different perspectives. Not just one thing is true. There is an inner and an outer world. At least. This can also manifest itself in the various ways language is treated. What is a line? What’s being said, why is it being said, where and when? What’s the most natural? Is it something that is true? Close to reality? I can’t help asking myself: What is reality? What is the real language? In the theatre this questioning is carried to the extreme, since living individuals are the ones passing on the text, that is, they have to believe in the words and/or the message, so that the audience will believe in the same and communication can be established.

     And from where does the perspective stem -- who sees the story, from what angle is the story told? In a shared reality, the very act of sharing, constitutes an objective truth. In life as in the theatre. We answer obediently, in unison:  That’s how many we were, these were the subjects we discussed, conflicts emerged due to different views on such and such. And still, each individual will have their own take on a situation and ask him or herself: What kind of story was I involved in? What’s my story in this web of events making up life? In Mater Nexus there are many egos. Through the visual sense the lines are drawn from the outer to the inner space.

     The audience is also a constituent of the text, integrating it in a time flow. The spectator is present in that space and time where the action takes place, the text unfolds. In one pan of the scales text and actors weigh heavily as the play is acted out. In the other pan are the spectators, who are not allowed a voice. For the time being…

Welcome to Mater Nexus!

Lene Therese Teigen, Oslo, June 2000.
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MATER NEXUS – PROLOGUE: TO, FROM

Three benches on the stage, as in a park. The stage is dimly lit, the three benches are lit, perhaps by lamp posts, isolating each one.

As lights go up slowly, two women are seen on each bench, and one woman is approaching each bench. Altogether there are nine women on the stage: three Berits, three Lydias and three Meretes. All are well into adulthood. The three Berits are approaching one bench each, whereas the three Lydias and Meretes are sitting there already.

The action described below is taking place on all three benches but not entirely synchronised. It should happen in such a rhythm that the action taking place on the second bench will be an echo of the first, the third an each of the second, in such a way that one bench is always slightly ahead of the next.

The three walking women, the Berits, sit down on their respective benches, not in the middle. The Lydias sit in the middle. All three watch each other, almost happy, pleased to be sitting there. They may put their arms around each other, or try the childish greeting of slapping each other’s palms. They laugh at their own clumsiness, trying to recall how to do the greeting, all three involved together. The one in the middle, Lydia, becomes anxious and gets up after a little while to go to one of the other benches. The two remaining on the bench watch in surprise as she goes, then look at each other. They move closer to the middle of the bench and stare straight ahead, whilst laughing, pretending nothing’s happened. Merete sticks her elbow into Berit’s side. They look at each other and break into a silent giggle. Another Lydia approaches the bench, sits down, not in the middle, Merete ends up in the middle. Berit and Merete smile at Lydia, and all three seem to be really enjoying themselves again.

BERIT 1

So we’re together again!
BERIT 2





So we’re together again!        BERIT 3








           So we’re together again!

LYDIA 3

Right here. Just imagine!
LYDIA 1

 



Right here. Just imagine!
LYDIA 2









Right here. Just imagine!

MERETE 1

Remember our dollies?
MERETE 2





Remember our dollies?
MERETE 3









Remember our dollies?

The other two nod, obviously remembering the dollies well. Then Merete gets up and walks towards one of the other benches. The two who stay behind watch as she goes, moving close together. Berit whispers something in Lydia’s ear. Lydia looks at her, horrified, but Berit signals to her not to speak. Lydia wants to get up and follow Merete, but Berit takes her hand and holds her back. Berit notices Lydia’s beautiful wedding ring on her finGerd, lifts the hand up to admire the ring, almost as if it was on the hand of a dummy. Lydia is remarkable detached to all this, she seems almost apathetic. Another Merete returns to the bench and sits down. Lydia quickly pulls back her hand, but Merete notices that she has missed something.

BERIT 1

All three, just like the old days.  BERIT 2




                All three, just like the old days.   BERIT 3

All three, just like     the old days.

MERETE 3

As long as it lasts.

   MERETE 1





   As long as it lasts.

       MERETE 2









       As long as it lasts.

LYDIA 3

Mine was called Lisa.

She had black hair.

  LYDIA 1





  Mine was called Lisa.





  She had red hair.

       LYDIA 2









       Mine was called Lisa.









       She had white hair.

Berit gets up and leaves the bench, almost before Lydia has finished talking. Berit approaches one of the other benches slowly. The others watch as she goes. She talks while walking, addressing the Merete and Lydia sitting on the bench she is approaching.

BERIT 3

Mine was called Riff,

I remember.
  

  BERIT 1





  Mine was called Riff, 

  I remember.
       

       BERIT 2

Mine was called Riff,       

I remember.

Lydia and Merete on the bench look at each other, then at Berit approaching.

LYDIA 3 (to Berit 3)

It was not.

It was called Raff.

  LYDIA 1 (to Berit 1)





  It was not.





  It was called Raff.

       LYDIA2 (to Berit2)  








 
       It was not.









       It was called Raff.

Berit stops and looks for a long time at Lydia, searching her memory but unable to recall who is right. She smiles, inscrutably and sadly, as if she has a deep secret she does not want to share. Berit walks past, past the bench, towards the next one. Lydia keeps watching as she walks past. Merete looks at Lydia.

The two characters who will play Lydia and Merete remain sitting on one of the benches, while the other Lydias and Meretes follow Berit’s example: get up and move in the park landscape as if they were passers-by. Lydia on the bench starts to finGerd her wedding ring.

MERETE

Raff?

LYDIA (unsurely)

Yes, wasn’t that it?

Lydia and Merete look at each other. Merete smiles amenably, almost inquiringly at Lydia. In the park the other women are moving, one slowly, one fast, some meeting, others not. One loses something, one finds something, some of them may carry baggage, whilst others are empty-handed. They gradually disappear.

Lydia tries to take her wedding ring off. Merete tries to stop her, but she won’t give in.

PART 1 – Scene 1: THE PARK

Lydia is sitting on a bench in the park together with a woman of the same age, Merete. Lydia is struggling to take off her wedding ring, it suddenly yields and she gives it to Merete who puts it on. Merete contemplates her hand with the ring. 

MERETE:

Old days. Old friends.

A quiet river, dollies floating in it.

LYDIA: (to Merete)

We don’t live together. But we are married. Now I can call William and fix up to go to the cinema, or to a concert.

We got married to establish that it was the two of us. But now we don’t get involved in each other’s problems. The strange thing is that there are no problems when there is no one around to cause them.

I have the children, but they are grown up, and a few good friends. One of them I’ve had since primary school. We talk together, but… Everything is arranged in such a logical fashion that I can’t complain. I love William and he loves me, in his nice retiring manner.

Merete returns the wedding ring to Lydia. Whilst talking, Lydia tries to put the wedding ring back on, but it seems too tight.

LYDIA:

I work at the university, as a professor of Russian literature. I have a job I love, I’m happy about that.

She gives up her attempt to put on the ring.

LYDIA:

I really can’t remember. Why I ended up like this. What kind of thoughts I had. It’s impossible to get hold of anything that happened at the time of the divorce. It’s such a long time ago. I’ve said to myself many times, I must have felt something, I must have been upset.

Merete gets up but remains standing, listening for a while.

LYDIA:

The only thing I remember is the mouth of a baby seeking my breast, the mouth closing around my nipple and sucking, rhythmically, attentively. That’s an image, a sensation.

I don’t know what’s been driving me. It’s all gone now. I hope I shall have a long life. Because I love my books, and William. But the rooms are too tidy.

Merete leaves.

LYDIA:

I think I’m going mad. And I’m too logical too hold out any hope. You set yourself goals, and then you attain them.

A shabby-looking woman comes walking through the park. It’s Nanna on her way to Toril’s boutique. Lydia calms down.

LYDIA:

Why can’t I just say that the woman over there is ugly? Why can’t I just have an opinion without having to explain it? I analyze. See her from outside, as a research object.

Lydia tries the ring on again, it resists, then suddenly yields. She picks up her hand and looks at the ring.

LYDIA:
I am lonely. My life is perfect.

PART 1, scene 2: THE BOUTIQUE

The simple, stylised interior of a clothes boutique. Toril, an elegant woman, is standing by the counter busy with some documents. The shabby woman from the park, Nanna, comes up to her with a sweater she has picked up from a stand.

NANNA:

Do you have this in a larGerd size? I couldn’t find one over there.

TORIL:
Just a moment…

Toril goes up to a clothes stand, finds one at once, gives it to Nanna who gives her a penetrating look, expecting to be recognized.

NANNA:

Thank you.

TORIL: (perplexed)

It’s you?

NANNA:
Yes. It’s me.

Nanna wants to give Toril a hug, but Toril recoils and holds out her hand, almost defensively. Toril grabs it cordially between both hers.

NANNA:
Was it so difficult to recognize me? Oh dear, I’ve got older. Do I look that old?

T (reclaiming her hand)

Is Andreas here too?

NANNA:
He’s at home.

TORIL:

And the children?

NANNA:

So you remember that you have a brother? I was beginning to think you’d forgotten all about us. In spite of the ties of blood.

TORIL:

Is he still working at the library?

NANNA:
He works at home. Sits in front of that frightful screen all day long. That’s life in the computer age, you don’t have to move at all. Just as well he doesn’t put on weight easily.

TORIL:

Does he use Dad’s office?

NANNA:
It’s far too damp. Jesus, the house is falling to pieces. You should be pleased you got out of that dump. I certainly don’t think it was worth falling out over. And are you married yet? Have you got a husband?

TORIL:

No.

NANNA:

Well it’s just like having an extra child if you ask me. I suppose you have a boy-friend, someone who takes you to concerts and restaurants. Fancy being able to do things like that without feeling guilty .

TORIL:
Yeah. Fancy that.

NANNA:

So what is he?

TORIL:

Er… (Toril starts to rearrange clothes.)
NANNA:
He does have a job?

TORIL:

Yes. (Decides to lie.) He’s an engineer…

NANNA:
And what’s his name?

TORIL:
And I have a little dog.

NANNA:
Oh yeah?

TORIL:
Picasso.

NANNA:
And you have this boutique.

TORIL:
Yes. 

NANNA:

You are so lucky. A life of luxury.

TORIL:
Yes.

NANNA:

That’s not how it is with us.

Don’t you want to know why I’m here? Or are you only interested in yourself?

TORIL:

Myself?

NANNA:
Andreas is ill.

TORIL:

Ill?

NANNA:
I don’t know what it is… I can’t get him to see a doctor. He only shuts himself in and won’t to do anything.

TORIL:

Poor Andreas…

NANNA:

Toril, I suddenly thought to myself – Toril is the one to help! He often talks about you.

Nanna looks around the boutique, assessing how much money Toril is good for.

NANNA:

And he doesn’t earn much any more…

Couldn’t you give him a ring, he may come and see you.

TORIL:

Why can’t he ring me?

NANNA:

He’s ill, I told you. I can’t get him to do anything any more. He always used to talk about calling you.

TORIL:

So why didn’t he?

NANNA:

I don’t suppose it was appropriate.

TORIL:

So it’s appropriate now, is it?

Nanna takes off her shabby jacket and tries on the sweater. 

NANNA:

I’ll put it on top of my blouse.

TORIL:

It may be too small…

NANNA:
It’s just fine. How much is it?

TORIL:

Two hundred and nineteen, ninety-nine. It’s very high quality.

NANNA: (preening in the sweater)

You and your sisters are all he has.

TORIL:

What about you and the children?

NANNA:

It’s different with you, his own family.

TORIL:

Are you tired of him?

NANNA:

But Toril! All I’m suggesting is for him to come and stay for a few weeks…

TORIL:
While you and the children stay on in my childhood home.

NANNA:

That house is not worth much any more.

TORIL:

Bloody hell!

NANNA:

For goodness sake, woman!

TORIL:
Keep the sweater! I suppose you were going to pocket that too.

NANNA:

Too? You are worse than Andreas.

TORIL:
Get out of here!

Toril pushes Nanna ahead of her. Nanna stumbles, falls, runs off.

TORIL:

If he wants to talk to me he can ring!

Toril is trembling with emotion. She goes back to the counter, picks up the sweater that Nanna brought when they met, returns it to the stand, breaks down in tears.

PART 1 – Scene 3: Maternity Ward

A strip of light:  a corridor where Alina, in a dressing-gown and slippers, comes pushing a small baby’s cot. Alina stops, looks at Irene, who is walking towards her.

ALINA:

Are you here?

IRENE:

Berit couldn’t come, so she asked me to go.

ALINA:
Oh yeah.

IRENE:

I haven’t got a lot of time myself but… Congratulations, Alina.

Irene gives Alina a large hearty (somewhat exagGerdated) hug and hands over a gift. She peeps quickly into the cot. Alina pulls the blanket aside to show her.

IRENE:

It’s a girl, right?

ALINA:
Yes. 3250 grams and 49 centimetres.

That’s average. She’s just perfect.

IRENE: (showing scant interest)
How nice.

Alina, absorbed by the baby, is  petting her violently.

ALINA: (mumbling)

Mummy’s baby… oozy-woozy-woo…

(to Irene) Do you realize you’ve become a great-aunt?

IRENE:
That sounds ancient.

ALINA: (laughing)

You don’t look it!

IRENE:
I’m slightly shattered, I must say. I thought you were due in another six months or so. Berit had only just told me you were expecting, and next thing she rings me up to ask me to visit you here. That was quick!

It’s so long since I last saw you, I had almost forgotten what you look like.

ALINA:

I’m a mother now, you know. That makes you change. You haven’t changed, though.

IRENE:

Remember I have twenty-eight school-children to mind every day.

ALINA:

You still look very pretty. I thought you didn’t enjoy being a teacher.

IRENE:

Is that so obvious? I can’t see why I haven’t just opted out and gone off somewhere long ago. (Bends down over the cot.) They are so sweet when they are little, but wait five, six years and you’ll see.

ALINA:

And where was Mum going?

IRENE:

Some meeting or other, I suppose.

ALINA:

Everything is important, except me.

IRENE:

You must realize that she has a lot of responsibility.

ALINA: (on the verge of tears)

She is so egotistical.

IRENE:

She’s very kind.

ALINA:

She came here once, and then she didn’t even have time to sit down – she was on her way from one important appointment to another.  And tomorrow I’m going home.

IRENE:

It is a very demanding job. She’s terribly fond of you.

ALINA:

Nothing I ever do is good enough for her. I bet she regrets having me.

IRENE:

What?

ALINA:

You don’t know what it’s like to have a baby.

It’s the greatest of all miracles. I can’t understand how my mother can treat me the way she does – having given birth to me.

IRENE:

I of course know nothing about giving birth, but she has always been very kind to me. I don’t know what I would have done without her. She’s looked after me almost as if she was my mother, even after I grew up.

ALINA:

You don’t see a thing!

IRENE: (cross)
You’re lucky to have a mother!

ALINA:

I’ve had a baby. My mother doesn’t care. Because she thinks I should have completed my education first. And Bryan she has only met once. She avoids us.

IRENE:

I thought you had a good relationship.

ALINA:

Just think of the way she always goes on about the clothes you wear and who your friends should be.

IRENE:
But you please yourself, don’t you?

ALINA:

I do my best. But she’s there all the time, breathing down my neck, offering her views on everything.

IRENE:

Do you mean she’s pushing me around too?

ALINA:

Are you blind?

IRENE:

I never thought of that.

ALINA:

You’re still her helpless little sister who she has to look after.

IRENE:

Well. Maybe I am.

ALINA:

She says you’ll never find a man because you’re too flirtatious.

IRENE:

Well what else am I to do when she fixes me up with these fellows she thinks are right for me?

ALINA:

She laughed when I told her about Bryan. “Get rid of him, he’s much too old for you.”

IRENE:

Is that what she said?

ALINA:

“Find yourself a man with a good education, a sporty type.” Perhaps some son of all these company directors she knows.

IRENE:

Everything may change now. Now that she’s a grandmother –

ALINA:

Sending you instead of visiting herself?

IRENE:

I can see that you’re upset.

ALINA:

You’d rather not have come.

IRENE:

Well I do try to avoid places like these.

ALINA:

I thought you didn’t want children.

IRENE:

I’m happy to hold her, if you would…

Alina puts the baby in Irene’s arms.

PART 1, Scene 4: CONVENT

Two women stand by a kitchen worktop. Guro, the novice, and Katherine, the nun, are peeling potatoes, carrots and onions, cutting them up in small pieces. They carry out the kitchen duties together.

KATHERINE:

The singing was lovely this morning, wasn’t it?

GURO:

It’s wonderful to get up so early, everything is so pure. The freshness of the air, the stillness. And the beautiful clear singing. Almost like a tribute to the morning.

KATHERINE:

And to God.

GURO:

Yes.

Tell me, how long have you been here?

KATHERINE:
Twenty-two years.

GURO:
You don’t miss the ordinary life?

KATHERINE: (with a smile)
This is the ordinary life. And you? How do you like it?

GURO:

Fine.

KATHERINE:

And “the ordinary life”?

GURO:

I don’t miss it. I’m finished with it. I’m glad to say.

KATHERINE:

It’s not easy to decide to give it all up.

GURO:

Oh yes! I’m glad I did, and I look forward to completing my novitiate.

KATHERINE:

You are young and impatient.

GURO:

I’m not that young! I’ve experienced enough to know what I want. And I can’t wait for the real thing.

KATHERINE:

But you’ve only been here for a couple of months. You should make good use of the three years of your novitiate. We all had to go through that period, you have to show  that you have patience and conviction.

GURO:

Of course I’ll wait until time is ready.

KATHERINE:

We here in the convent need this time as well, so that we can be convinced when the time comes for us to decide whether to let you into the order or not.

GURO:

I know. It’s just that I want to be like the rest of you. Like yourself.

KATHERINE:

But you know nothing about me.

GURO:

I see you every day.

KATHERINE:

I’m just an ordinary person with the human weaknesses and shortcomings we all have.

GURO:

Perhaps that’s why I like you so much. You are so lovely, radiant somehow. But I can see that you’ve had sadness too in your life.

KATHERINE:

That’s all behind me.

GURO:

Don’t you ever talk about it?

KATHERINE:

There’s no need. Please don’t ask anymore.

GURO:

Don’t you want us to be friends?

KATHERINE:

This is becoming difficult, Guro. Why do you really want to be here?

GURO:

I want to be a nun because I’m a believer. I want to devote my life to God. And I want to do it with you.

KATHERINE:

Facing God, we are all alone.

GURO:

I know. But we can still talk together, can’t we?

KATHERINE:

Perhaps you ought to find someone else to talk to.

GURO:

You can’t stop me liking you.

KATHERINE:

You know nothing. I’m not…

GURO:

I know what I see. This new life of mine. Everything! You are everything. What I want to be. Me too.

KATHERINE:

I’m not worth it.

GURO:

You are so beautiful. So calm. Your eyes are both happy and sad. I’ve never before met anybody like you.

KATHERINE:

I’m not what you think.

GURO:

But –

KATHERINE:

You’d better stop now.

Guro comes closer and closer to Katherine.

GURO:

I love being here. I love you. Surely that’s allowed?

KATHERINE:

Don’t touch me.

Guro clings to Katherine, Katherine reacts violently, hits Guro to get away from her. Guro, astonished, lets go. They look at each other, Katherine’s face dark, suddenly she hits Guro again, hard in the face.

PART 1, Scene 5: SURGERY

Vivian in a white doctor’s coat sitting by a desk. She’s looking through papers, clears her throat. Berit comes rushing in carrying a smart attache case, sits down and relaxes in a comfortable “patient chair” by the desk.

BERIT:

Hi.

VIVIAN:

Hello. I’m glad you came.

BERIT:
I hear you married Harald Myhre.

VIVIAN: (surprised)
Yes…

Berit gives her a friendly smile.

BERIT:

And you’ve been married some time, haven’t you?

VIVIAN:

Yes. Do you know him?

BERIT:

Very well.

VIVIAN:

Really?

BERIT:

His wife and I were childhood friends.

VIVIAN:

Lydia?

BERIT:

I’m sorry, I meant his ex-wife, of course

Vivian says nothing, has stopped looking through her papers.

BERIT:

She wonders what you are like, whether he’s chosen a copy of her or the opposite.

VIVIAN:

I’ve never met her, I’m sorry to say. It would have been… interesting to see her with my own eyes. But it has been rather difficult for her, I believe.

BERIT:

Well she was the one who wanted out.

VIVIAN:

I realize that.

BERIT:

But when you have children together you are really tied to each other for life.

VIVIAN:

Yes, definitely.

BERIT:

Do you and Harald have any children?

VIVIAN:

No.

BERIT:

Well, perhaps everybody doesn’t want children.

Neither of them says anything.

VIVIAN:

Will we switch to… what you came here for?

BERIT:

Yes.

VIVIAN:

You didn’t turn up for your last appointment.

BERIT:

Have you had the results?

Vivian shuffles frenetically through the papers in front of her.

VIVIAN: (finding it difficult)

You had a mammography.

BERIT: (vexedly)

I know that.

VIVIAN:
And ultrasound. Well. I got the results, and then… You didn’t turn up last time, so…

BERIT:

So what?

VIVIAN:

I can see that you may be scared, but this has to be taken seriously.

BERIT:

Yes?

VIVIAN:

The lump most likely will have to be removed.

BERIT:

Well take it away then.

VIVIAN:

You need to be admitted to the Radium Hospital. That’s why I’ve been trying to phone you as well, but… you’re very difficult to get hold if.

BERIT:

I am difficult to get hold of. But here I am.

VIVIAN:

Fortunately.

BERIT:

What do you mean?

VIVIAN: (nervously)

I have had you admitted. I was hoping to get hold of you, so I didn’t cancel…

BERIT:

You’re sure you have the proper papers there?

VIVIAN: (surprised, checks the papers straight away)

Yes, there’s no doubt about it. They are your papers… Berit Simonsen.

They sit quietly for some time.

BERIT:

They could still be wrong.

Berit gets up. Vivian sits looking at her. Berit checks her watch.

BERIT:

I have a flight to catch, I’m off to Amsterdam.

VIVIAN:

You’re not flying anywhere today. You’re booked into the hospital for tomorrow morning.

BERIT:

I have an appointment in Amsterdam early tomorrow morning. I can’t just opt out all of a sudden…

VIVIAN:

You didn’t turn up last time.

BERIT:

I had an important appointment.

VIVIAN:

Oh God.

BERIT:

You’re the worst doctor I’ve ever had in my life!

I can’t be admitted tomorrow. I haven’t even told my family about this. I need time to tell them. I can’t. I’m going to Amsterdam.

VIVIAN:

I can see this is difficult for you, but is has to be taken seriously.

Berit makes no reply. Vivian, finding it difficult, doesn’t know what to say.

BERIT:

How long do I have left?

VIVIAN:

I couldn’t tell you that.

BERIT:

And the breast?

VIVIAN:

I don’t know.

BERIT:

Don’t know, don’t know, don’t know! What kind of a doctor are you, you know nothing!

VIVIAN:

First you’ll be admitted for further tests. Removing the lump doesn’t necessarily mean removing the breast.

BERIT:

Will I die?

VIVIAN:

I don’t know, Berit. Let’s hope this can be treated.

Berit, disturbed, leaves but stops suddenly and looks, for a long time, at her watch.

PART 1, Scene 6: PUBLISHING COMPANY

Merete, at a launching party, is standing alone, embarrassed, with a glass of white wine in her hand, looking at a group of women laughing and drinking. One of them comes towards her (with an empty wine glass), looks admiringly at Merete.

WOMAN:

Amazing –

Merete smiles. The woman fleets past, Merete smiles bravely, trying to hide her feelings of not belonging. Another woman, in artistic clothing, comes up to her. She is Sara Charles.

SARA:

Hello there –

MERETE: (friendly)

Hallo.

SARA:

Have I seen you before?

MERETE:

I don’t think so. It’s my first time here. I’m having a book published this autumn.

SARA:

I thought you were… Oh you are?

I thought you worked here. They employ so many new people all the time.

MERETE:

And you?

SARA:

Me? I have a new novel coming out this year. “Mirror Conversations”.

MERETE:
How exciting.

SARA:

I’m Sara Charles.

MERETE:

Oh? I am Merete Næss.

Sorry. I should have known you, but I haven’t followed what’s happened these last years…

SARA:
What kind of book have you written?

MERETE:

Oh, just a documentary book. Photographs of children. “Young Victims” it’s called.

SARA:

The one with all the children in wars?

MERETE:

Yes. Not only in wars, but children who suffer, children who die.

SARA:

And what kind of responses have you had?

MERETE:

I’ve heard a lot of positive things.

SARA:

Books like that are very sensationalist.

MERETE:

What do you mean?

SARA:

Publishers are so commercially inclined…

MERETE:

Are you crazy? I never had that impression at all. They were genuinely interested. They begged me to let them publish it.

SARA:

I object very strongly to pictures like that. A lot of dead children. So sad.

MERETE:

But it’s reality. They are real pictures, they show what life is like for an awful lot of people in this world.

SARA:

So sad.

MERETE:

Yes. It’s not funny and not pretty.

SARA:

It just makes me very upset.

MERETE:

It upsets me that people can’t take this seriously, that they push it aside. It is in fact very, very relevant to an awful lot of people.

SARA:
Well so what? What can we do about it?

MERETE:
I find that attitude far too easy. It’s important to be aware of what is really going on in the world.

SARA:

We see it on television every day.

MERETE:

But these are children! They have a mother and a father. Most of them actually have a home, teddies in their beds… Every single child has its own story. It says so in my book.

SARA:

But we know that.

MERETE:

I don’t believe we think about it enough.

SARA:

For God’s sake, it’s a cliché. What can we do anything about it, anyway?

MERETE:

Now that’s a cliché. 

And you – you make up stories because reality is too hard to take?

SARA:

You should read my books before you express any views on them.

MERETE:

I’m not talking about you. I’m talking about reality. Where people actually die. Children die. You understand? Children are killed.

Merete is too intense. Sara takes large nervous gulps of her wine, wants to mingle with others…

SARA:

I think I understand. I just find pictures like yours grotesque, and I’m entitled to my view. If you produce a book like that you have to accept people’s reactions to it.

The point is: we can’t do anything for those dead kids.

MERETE:

We can remember them.

Sara, bothered, drinks again.

SARA:

Well excuse me, I’m going to the loo…

Sara leaves. Merete looks around, ducks into the wine glass as another lady approaches.

LADY:

Haven’t I seen you before?

MERETE:
I don’t think so.

LADY:
Aren’t you the author of “Young Victims”?

MERETE: (tired, dismissive)
Yes.

LADY: (admiringly)
They are very powerful pictures.

MERETE:
Excuse me, I… I just want to get some more wine…

Merete leaves while lights fade. The lady, perplexed, remains standing where Merete was.

PART 1, Scene 7: CONCERT HALL

Lights go up on Anna Calivera, who stands by a dressing-table with a mirror. She is wriggling into a beautiful velvet dress with a low neckline, helped by Gerd, her assistant. Anna is nervous and hectic, massaging her finGerds, warming them up. She is an elegant woman.

ANNA:
I’m too fat.

GERD:
You’re just fine.

ANNA:
I can’t wear this dress. The velvet makes me look even fatter. My stomach’s flabby.

GERD:
That’s because you make it flabby.

ANNA:
Get me another dress, a wide one. A tent!

GERD: (gently)

Pull yourself together. You should have started warming up long ago.

ANNA:
Do as I say.

GERD:
All right. I’ll find another dress.

ANNA:
I’m thirsty.

GERD:
I’ll get you some water.

ANNA:
I don’t want any water. Oh well, I’ll have water. Oh, I can’t cope with this. It’s too much. What do I have to play?

GERD:
The fifth concerto, Barella…

ANNA (laughing hysterically)
What instrument, I mean. Oh God, I’m going mad.

GERD:

Should I simply go and get you something to calm you down?

ANNA:
You know very well that if I take a tranquilliser it will affect my performance.

What performance, anyway? What can I add to the piece? Nothing. It’s useless. A copy of a copy. Sentimental rubbish. I might as well give up. Who cares what I do?

GERD:
The audience, your colleagues, the press…

ANNA:
But who cares about me?

GERD:
Your parents?

ANNA:
No one!

Where is Alex? Ring Alexandre.

GERD:

But that’s finished.

ANANNA:
I’ll tell him I’ll give up the concerts. That will bring him back.

GERD:
Last time he didn’t want to talk to you just before the concert.

ANNA:
Are you deaf? I’m not playing. I prefer having Alex.

GERD:
You’re behaving like a teenaGerd. It’s pathetic at your age. He won’t come back. Go out there and play.

Gerd brushes Anna’s hair.

ANNA:

Not so hard! You fat useless cow!

GERD:
I’m so tired of all your whining. I can’t take more either.

ANNA:
Relax – I will play. I will play…

GERD: (whilst finishing Anna’s hair)

What makes you think that I shall accept all the nonsense you allow yourself to say whenever you’re nervous?

ANNA:

I will play, I say.

(looking at her reflection) Fat and untalented. I’m ugly. It doesn’t matter anyway. The last time I was in a relationship lasting more than six months was in high school. And in the end he didn’t want it to last either. Because I played too much. He was jealous of my violin.

GERD:

Are you sure of that?

Gerd opens the violin case and hands Anna the violin.

ANNA:
What do you mean?

GERD:
Perhaps it was your disposition. It’s not particularly sweet.

Anna takes the violin, takes the bow.

GERD:
It may be that you’re not always very nice.

ANNA:

I don’t want to hear any more rubbish from you. Leave me alone. Now I’m going to play for the last time.

GERD:
Fine, I’ll leave you alone. Have a good concert.

Anna, speechless, remains standing as she sees Gerd take her coat and bag and disappear.

Anna strikes a trembling tone from her violin.

Music: Anna’s violin concerto.

END MATER NEXUS PART 1.

MATER NEXUS – PART 2, Scene 1: LARGE ROOM

A large middle-class dining-room. One wall is covered in windows, framed by voluminous curtains, a park can be seen outside.  A long table and a side table, where plates, glasses and cutlery have been laid out. Berit, in an elegant evening dress, briskly enters the room carrying a large table-cloth. She puts it down and begins effectively to draw the curtains. Suddenly she stops, still holding a curtain, her arms raised above her head. She slowly bends, curls up. She walks towards the dining-table. Then she straightens up and seriously examines her breast, remains sitting apathetically before hiding her face in her hands. Guro approaches, Berit takes no notice. Guro puts one hand on Berit’s shoulder.

GURO:

Berit, what’s wrong?

BERIT: (with a start)

What time is it?

GURO:

Perhaps I’m early. I’m sorry.

BERIT:
No, no, don’t worry about it. It’s my fault.

GURO:
You were crying.

BERIT:
It’s nothing.

GURO:
Is it something between you and Dad?

BERIT:

No no.

GURO:

I know you don’t always get on.

BERIT:

We’re all right. All is well.

GURO:
But why? You seem so different…?

BERIT: (pulls herself together and smiles bravely)

Don’t you worry. I can look after myself.

GURO:

I’m sorry. But I’d like to help, you see. If there’s anything you need…

BERIT:
Thanks, Guro.

I need a hand with the table-cloth.

Berit gets the table-cloth, Guro follows her, takes one end of the cloth that Berit gives her. They stretch the table-cloth between them, like the table it is very long.

GURO:

This reminds me of the convent. We used table-cloths there as well.

BERIT:

To imagine that you wanted to be a nun.

They cover the table with the cloth, adjust it.

GURO:
It was nice to be there. The only problem was, my faith wasn’t strong enough.

There should be convents for atheists too.

Berit goes to the windows and finishes drawing the curtains. Guro starts to lay the table.

Toril and Irene appear outside the actual dining-room, though centrally in the stage space, by the entrance. Berit discovers them there.

BERIT: (to Toril)
How nice to see you!

IRENE:
About time too.

BERIT:

Now let’s enjoy ourselves.

TORIL:
At long last.

IRENE:
Hi Guro.

BERIT:

Oh? And I thought you wouldn’t want to come after all these years.

TORIL:
I thought you didn’t want to see me.

BERIT:

But here you are.

They hug, Toril holding Berit so hard it’s too much for her.

IRENE:
What are we celebrating? Have you got a job in the U.S.?

BERIT:
I’ll tell you later.

GURO:

She mentioned a surprise, but I don’t know what it is.

BERIT:

Remember Guro, Toril?

Guro holds out her hand, takes Toril’s.

TORIL:
Of course. When I saw you last you were a teenaGerd.

BERIT:

And an obnoxious one too.

GURO:

Perhaps that had its reasons.

BERIT:

But Guro, please…

TORIL:
It’s definitely not the easiest part of one’s life.

IRENE:
Won’t you just tell us what it is?

BERIT:

There are more guests to come. You’ll have to wait.

(to Guro) Perhaps you’ll help with the champagne.

Berit points to a tray with bottles and glasses. Guro gets the tray, opens bottles, pours and serves.

BERIT:

I do hope Alina will soon be here, so I’ll have all my nearest and dearest around me…

TORIL:

Congratulations. Irene told me you’re a grandmother.

IRENE: (surprised)

Is she coming?

BERIT: (to Toril)

Thank you. (to Irene) Why wouldn’t she?

IRENE:
I don’t know… Will she bring the baby?

TORIL:

How sweet…

GURO:

I really look forward to seeing it.

IRENE:

It’s a girl. She’s so pretty, almost three months old.

BERIT:
I only invited Alina.

IRENE:
But won’t she bring her? How else would she manage?

BERIT:

If nothing else, this Bryan should be able to manage.

TORIL:

Is that her husband?

BERIT:
No. They aren’t married.

GURO:

So what difference does that make?

TORIL:

That’s a pity…

IRENE:
Of course she’ll bring Louise.

BERIT:

She’s not bringing the baby, it doesn’t suit.

Merete and Lydia stand by the entrance. Lydia goes up to Berit, embraces her, gives her a bouquet of flowers. Merete remains standing uncertainly.

LYDIA:

My dear – how are you?

BERIT:

I’m fine. Thank you very much.

Merete! At last. I’m so glad you were able to come. And congratulations on your book, it’s very impressive.

MERETE:
Thank you.

LYDIA:
There’s Toril. Goodness me, how well you look.

BERIT:
She’s younGerd than the rest of us – remember that.

Lydia goes up to Toril, Berit takes Merete to be introduced. Guro serves the champagne to the new arrivals and puts the flowers in a vase. Vivian stands by the entrance, furtively passing her hand across her abdomen whilst watching the scene in front of her. Berit doesn’t see her at first.

BERIT:

And this is Irene.

MERETE:

I hardly remember you at all.

LYDIA:

Don’t you remember the little brat who was always in our way?

But where is my godchild? I so look forward to seeing Alina again.

BERIT:
She’ll be here any moment.

TORIL:
It’s probably hard to get away when you have a little one.

LYDIA: (disappointed)

Wasn’t she bringing the baby?

BERIT:
No.

Lydia reacts to Berit’s crass tone. Berit discovers Vivian, goes up to her.

BERIT:
Hello!

VIVIAN:
I wasn’t sure whether I should come. I’m not your doctor any more, but…

BERIT:
You should be here tonight. I’ll need you.

Vivian looks towards Lydia. Lydia discovers Vivian, both are tense, everyone notices.

IRENE:
Who is that?

LYDIA:
That must be her.

IRENE:
Who?

BERIT:

At last you have a chance to meet Vivian, Lydia.

VIVIAN:
How do you do. Vivian Myhre. Nice to meet you.

LYDIA:
Lydia Myhre.

BERIT:
And this is Merete, she’s an author and a photographer.

MERETE: (modestly embarrassed)
Hello.

VIVIAN:
Hello.

BERIT:
You’ve had a book published, haven’t you?

Lydia demonstratively turns away from Vivian, towards Toril and Irene, who look at Merete, impressed.

IRENE: (to Lydia)

A book?

LYDIA: (in a low voice)

A photographic book of dead children. (shudders)

Vivian looks towards Lydia, then turns towards Berit and Merete, trying to get involved. Two groups are formed, one with Vivian, one with Lydia.

VIVIAN:
A book! What is it called?

MERETE:
”Young Victims”. It’s just a documentary book. With pictures of children.

VIVIAN:
I think I heard about it. Was it in a book club?

BERIT: (impressed)

Was it, Merete?

MERETE:

Oh no, not at all.

GURO: (coming closer)

How exciting! A book!

Merete turns toward the entrance, everyone turns – there is Anna Calivera in an elegant dress, tight as an eelskin with a slit and low neckline. Anna smiles engagingly, opens her arms, looking for someone to embrace – she doesn’t know who is her hostess.

ANNA:

Berit?

ALL:
Aah…

Berit goes up to her.

BERIT:
Anna Calivera! To have you here!

ANNA: (with a roving eye)

How nice to see you. The last time must have been the graduation party at St. Mary’s?

BERIT: (drily)

You were one year ahead of us.

ANNA: (unsurely)

Oh yes. I thought we were in the same year.

Anna looks around, walks towards the ladies. Guro brings Anna the champagne, she takes it and takes a large gulp at once.

ANNA:
Hey, my memory is so bad, what was your name again?

LYDIA:
Lydia Myhre. I remember you very well. You were magic on the violin even then.

MERETE:
Merete Næss.

ANNA:
Then? It can’t have been too impressive.

TORIL:
Oh yes. You were famous then too.

Guro brings Vivian a glass of champagne.

GURO:

Sorry. There was suddenly so much happening.

VIVIAN:
Never mind. I’m not drinking anyway.

Vivian carefully passes her hand across her abdomen.

VIVIAN:

You have it. I’m… driving.

Guro takes the glass, drinks quickly.

ANNA:

I thought there would be many more… I don’t recognize…. anybody.

Anna looks around, searching for signals to explain the situation. Turns unsurely to those standing around her. They smile politely and reply at random as she addresses them.

ANNA:

It’s very hot in here.

Berit brings Guro over to Irene.

BERIT:
Where can Alina be?

IRENE:
I  think she didn’t want to come. That’s what she told me.

BERIT:

She never told me that!

IRENE:

Well then she’ll probably come.

BERIT: (to Irene, very upset)

What’s wrong with you?

Suddenly Berit seems different. Her body seems to “wilt”, she touches her breast and sighs deeply two or three times. Guro notices.

GURO:
Let’s just sit down, and Alina can come when she likes.

BERIT:

Let’s sit down. Will you pour the white wine, Guro?

(To the others) It’s time to sit down – please come along –

Berit goes to the table. Guro is briskly filling the glasses on the table with white wine. Vivian has to stop Guro filling her glass, she gets a bottle of mineral water instead.

BERIT:

Anna – you’ll sit here, Toril and Irene there, Vivian, Merete, Lydia, Guro and… Alina.

This is their placing at the table:


Toril Irene Vivian Merete Lydia Guro (Alina)

Anna






Berit

Berit removes the plate on her right together with glass and cutlery. Guro sits down. She does not move any closer to Berit although Alina’s plate has been removed. The others sit down, Berit remains standing at her place.

BERIT:
Let’s enjoy ourselves now. Some of you are expecting to hear what my surprise may be. Vivian knows about it and, naturally, Lydia.

Four months ago I went for an ordinary medical check-up. I felt fine. The doctor examined my breasts and found a lump. I was sent for a mammography. I had to go to hospital and have the lump removed.

TORIL:
Is this true?

GURO:
Cancer?

IRENE:

Why haven’t you said anything?

BERIT:
It was analysed and now they’ve decided to start me on chemotherapy.

TORIL:
Berit – this is terrible.

ANNA:
Horrible.

GURO:
Does Daddy know?

LYDIA:

He knows.

BERIT:
It may have spread.

TORIL:
Who’s your doctor?

BERIT:
My doctor is right there, it’s Vivian.

VIVIAN:
I’m not your doctor any more. (To the others) I’m a general practitioner.

BERIT:

It was you anyhow who found the lump. That’s why you are one of the most important persons in my life.

VIVIAN:
I wouldn’t say that -

GURO:

I haven’t heard a word about you being in hospital…

BERIT:
Officially I was on a week’s business trip in Amsterdam.

IRENE:
You’re incredible.

LYDIA:
Christian and I knew about it.

BERIT:
There’s so much I would have liked to say, so much I would have liked to do and so much I would have liked to experience, that may never happen now. I…

Berit stops. Suddenly she doesn’t know what to say. Everyone looks at her, waiting politely. Anna is sweating, wiping her forehead with her napkin. Berit looks at them all, sighs more deeply, they are all waiting. Then she pulls herself together, straightens up, smiles her confident smile and goes on as if nothing had happened.

BERIT:

I… I wish I could have seen more of you. I do need you. Each one of you means something very special to me.

Anna, looking from one to the other, smiles nervously.

ANNA:
This must be a misunderstanding.

TORIL: (moved)

Please don’t interrupt her.

BERIT:
Christian isn’t here because it’s difficult to discuss… this… with him. We have a good life together. And we have a daughter we both love.

GURO:
Does she know that you’re ill?

BERIT:

I rang and told her a few days ago. She asked me if I needed any help, and I told her the only thing I wished for was to see her here tonight.

LYDIA:
And she didn’t come?

TORIL:
It could be something with the baby…

BERIT:
I don’t know why. Why a daughter couldn’t do this for her mother. It’s not an awful lot to ask her to turn up just for one evening. But Irene says Alina didn’t want to come. That’s naturally very hurtful.

Everyone looks at Irene.

IRENE:

That’s what she told me. But I’m not sure whether she knew Berit was ill when she said it. She may still come.

BERIT:
But Guro is here. I’ve seen more of you in the last few months than I have in years. And that has been very nice. You are almost like a daughter to me, even though you were two at the time I met your father.

GURO:

Five - ?

BERIT:

In any case I haven’t been a wicked stepmother. (scattered laughter from the others, Anna especially). Lydia, you’re a tremendous support. And Merete, to think that you are back at last. So the three of us will be together again, as we used to be at school. Cheers!

Vivian – thank you for coming. I know I’m a difficult patient at times.

VIVIAN: (to the others)

Now she’s a patient at the hospital.

BERIT:

Irene and Toril, my sisters. Imagine Toril, we haven’t seen each other in twenty years.

TORIL:
Sixteen years and eight months.

BERIT:

Mum died when I was fifteen. Toril was ten, Andreas eight and Irene just five. I took on most of the responsibility because I was the eldest, and when Daddy died of grief only four years later, we were all alone.

TORIL:
He couldn’t live without her.

BERIT:
In a way I have felt like a mother for you too.

IRENE: (to Toril)

I can see why Alina didn’t want to come.

BERIT:
What did you say, Irene?

IRENE:
I say you’re giving a great speech. And at a time like this.

TORIL:
Go on Berit.

Berit stops again, her knuckles go white on the back of the chair as she leans on it whilst talking. She looks down, tries to collect herself. Anna laughs nervously and drinks her wine in large gulps. The others sip theirs.

BERIT:
Perhaps we should have another toast? Cheers.

THE OTHERS: (scattered)
Cheers.

BERIT:

It may seem strange, but I’m touched to see you here, Anna. I was hoping you’d come, but thought you might not turn up. You being so famous, having so many engagements – that you took the time to come here. I did write to you that some old friends from high school were having a party – as you can see there are not so many of us from St. Mary’s and we didn’t even know you very well.

ANNA:
No, we didn’t, did we?

BERIT:
Even so, you meant an awful lot to me. You were the most successful person I knew. I wished I could have been a great artist, like you became. I didn’t have that kind of talent, but I did have the will and the ability to concentrate. I set high goals for myself and advanced from being a secretary to Financial Director in the OilCo during the thirty years I’ve worked there.

VIVIAN:
She must be extremely determined. 

IRENE:
She’d walk over corpses.

BERIT:

You travel around the world with your Stradivarius, while I meet with the financial giants.

ANNA: (coquettishly)

Guarneri. I only play – I’m sure it’s more difficult to get a family to function properly…

BERIT:
I don’t think so. Even though… I managed that as well.

IRENE: (to Toril)

Imagine being so perfect.

Toril looks at her, shocked.

BERIT: (having heard what Irene said)

The thing is to survive with your pride and dignity intact. And so far I’ve managed.

Everyone sits quietly. Berit sits down, drinks a large gulp of wine. The others toast each other carefully. Lydia takes a paper with notes out of her bag and gets up.

LYDIA:

You never cease to amaze me, Berit, not even now. Just the thought of giving a party two days before starting chemotherapy is impressive enough. And who would have dreamt of having a meeting between Vivian and myself arranged for this evening? You have your own sense of humour, and it hasn’t often been at my expense, so I’d better be generous and tell you that it’s all right.

Toril whispers something to Irene, Irene whispers back whilst pointing at Vivian and then at Lydia.

TORIL: (to Irene)

No, is that true?

LYDIA:
Mercifully, I gave a substantial speech for you on your fiftieth birthday, so I don’t have to say it all again. How clever you are, what a good friend you are, how much we have experienced together. I would just like to say that I think you are very brave. You always have been, and I’ve admired you for it. Now you may be braver than you’ve ever been. Thank you for inviting us here to spend this evening with you.

I have found something I’d like to read to you.

IRENE: (to Vivian)

She’s a professor or something.

Vivian nods. Lydia reads the quotation with emotion and poetic verve:

“Not only in two or three hundred years, but in a million years, life will be just the same as it always was; it doesn’t change, it remains constant, following its own laws, which do not concern us, or which, in any case, you will never get to know. Birds of passage, cranes, for example, fly on and on, and no matter what thoughts, great or small, stray through their heads, they will still go on flying, not knowing where or why.”

And I want to say that you can count on me, at all times. Cheers!

Anna laughs. All toast each other. Berit gets up and goes up to give Lydia a hug. She sits down again.

BERIT:

Thank you, dear, dear Lydia.

Berit is moved. Irene gets up and quickly goes out. Berit watches her go disapprovingly.

MERETE:
What was that piece you read?

LYDIA:

Chekov, of course, you don’t need anything other than Chekov.

MERETE:

Of course, that’s your job. I seem to have forgotten all of it. But it’s beautiful.

LYDIA:
The crane image is very interesting because there do in fact exist two diametrically opposed views of his symbolism. I lectured about it in Krakow a few months ago. Berit knows my arguments very well.

BERIT:
It’s time we had something to eat. I’ve made it very simple this evening. We’ll start with a lobster bisque with French bread, followed by cheese and fruit, and we’ll finish with cakes and coffee.

GURO: (to Berit)

Do sit down, I’ll get it.

ANNA:
Oh God, cakes…

LYDIA:

Finally a good excuse to indulge…

BERIT:

I’m so pleased to have Guro to help me. If it hadn’t been for her…

Guro is on her way to get the soup, but turns round when Berit mentions her and clinks her glass.

GURO: (impulsively)

I want to say something, too.

This is the first time I ever do anything for you, Berit. You’re not an easy person to help because you manage so well on your own. I’ve been thinking a lot lately. About the whole business of being a mother… and daughter… or stepmother… or stepdaughter. When Alina was born, I was jealous.  I  was frustrated because you weren’t my mother. You did a lot for me, told me what to do and what not to do, but since my mother was dead… you were so unapproachable, so perfect. I felt stupid.

Then I moved out, and everything became chaotic, daddy and you wanted me to come back but I…

Now I would just like to say that… that all of it wasn’t really your fault.

I hope I’ll be able to find out more about all sorts of things in due course…

Now I’d better get the soup.

Guro hurries out, Berit gets up and follows her. Anna laughs.

Vivian glances at Lydia who turns away demonstratively when Vivian looks at her.

VIVIAN: (to Lydia)

Listen…

ANNA: (to Toril)

Isn’t it very hot in here?

TORIL:

No… I don’t know… Would you like some more wine?

ANNA:

Oh thanks a million.

VIVIAN: (to Lydia)

Listen – he said to say hello.

LYDIA:
What?

VIVIAN:
Harald asked me to say hello.

Guro and Berit bring in a tureen, a ladle and soup bowls. During the following Berit starts to ladle out the soup, while Guro and Toril serve. Guro has been crying.

LYDIA:
So you knew we’d meet?

VIVIAN:

Yes, that’s why I was invited. I thought that had been agreed between you and Berit.

LYDIA:
That wouldn’t be my style.

VIVIAN:

Had you not told her that you’d like to meet me?

LYDIA:
I didn’t mean it literally.

VIVIAN:
But isn’t it about time? She said you wonder what I’m like.

LYDIA:
Well that’s only natural. A man who’s lived with you for fifteen years, fathered your two children, is someone you know quite well. Of course you wonder about the person who takes over…

VIVIAN:

Takes over? That’s not the words I’d use. I, too, have always been curious about you. I simply can’t understand… it would have been much better for the children if we had been friends, they too find it hard to understand this.

LYDIA:
They understand more than you think.

VIVIAN:

But you were the one who wanted a divorce, right?

LYDIA:
Yes. We didn’t really suit each other. But it was surprising that you two found each other so soon.

BERIT:

I hope you’ll all enjoy this.

They all begin to eat. It slowly dawns upon Vivian that Lydia believes she and Harald were together while Harald was still married to Lydia. She keeps looking towards Lydia, but Lydia doesn’t want to talk any more. She turns towards Berit.

LYDIA:

This, Berit, is quite delicious.

MERETE:

I thought you and Harald were really happy together. And then you left him?

LYDIA:
It’s a long time ago. It was some time after the accident…when we didn’t have any contact with you… We weren’t well matched.

MERETE:

How did you discover that?

Irene returns, sits down quickly, smiles apologetically to Berit and starts to eat.

LYDIA:

I can hardly remember a thing any more. William and I suit each other better. We are colleagues.

ANNA:

This is obviously all wrong.

TORIL:
What?

ANNA:

I’d better go.

TORIL:
No, stay. She wants you to be here. Please.

ANNA:
I feel so hot. I have a large concert I have to prepare for.

Anna takes a large gulp of wine and remains sitting as before.

IRENE:
Alina won’t come.

GURO:

What a shame.

BERIT:
Have you been talking to her?

IRENE:
Yes, I rang her. Someone has to act responsibly.

BERIT:
Perhaps she ought to have done that.

IRENE:
I honestly think you should have.

BERIT:

What’s happened to you? The least responsible of us all suddenly beginning to take charge? 

IRENE:
She’s your daughter. When she was in the maternity ward you sent me to visit because you didn’t have the time yourself.

BERIT:

Well would you have gone on your own initiative?

IRENE:
She needs you. You are her mother. She’s very sad, she’s too upset to join us.

BERIT:

Some thanks.

IRENE:

She doesn’t feel like celebrating your death, she says.

Everyone reacts to this.

BERIT:
What?

TORIL:

Don’t say any more.

IRENE:
You ought to ring her.

BERIT:
Certainly not!

IRENE:
You ought to. Tell her that you care.

BERIT:

Don’t you tell me what to do. After behaving so selfishly, she doesn’t deserve having me crawling for her.

IRENE:
You are the one being selfish. You want to control everything. Even… this you want to control.

BERIT:
This?

IRENE:
Yes. Death, or the illness, or the compassion, or whatever it is.

BERIT:
Have you any idea what I’m going through?

TORIL:

You have to show some consideration.

IRENE:
My God, how egotistical you all are.

LYDIA:
Perhaps you ought to discuss this later, Irene? We have come here to enjoy ourselves.

BERIT:

Let’s enjoy ourselves.

TORIL:
Can we talk about something else?

Toril looks round desperately, but no one says anything. Lydia tries to think of something, but it’s too late.

ANNA:

Doesn’t anyone find it hot in here?

TORIL:
Hot? Well… perhaps it’s the thermostat.

IRENE: (to Toril)

Tell them about Andreas and Nanna.

BERIT:
What?

TORIL:
Don’t tell them.

IRENE:
Guess who came to see Toril in her boutique.

BERIT:
How should I know?

IRENE:
Guess!

BERIT:
Well Toril, who came?

TORIL: 

No one. (to Irene) Don’t say any more. Dear Berit, this is so sad. And that we haven’t seen each other…

IRENE:
Our sister-in-law, mind you.

BERIT:
Our sister-in-law?

IRENE:
Nanna!

BERIT:
Nanna?

TORIL:
Yes. Nanna.

BERIT:
She couldn’t have travelled all that way just to buy fashionable clothes? 

TORIL:
She said their house is collapsing.

BERIT:
There you are.

TORIL:
And that Andreas is sick.

She wondered if he could move in with me for a while. Just for a few weeks, she said.

LYDIA:
A few weeks!

GURO:
She’s crazy.

BERIT:
What did you say?

LYDIA: (to Merete)

Do you remember Andreas?

MERETE:
Indeed. My little sister had a crush on him for years.

TORIL:
If only he’d known, his whole life might have been different.

LYDIA:
Didn’t he and his wife stay on in the house without paying for your shares?

BERIT:
You’ll have to ask Toril about the details. I certainly didn’t see any money.

TORIL:
Nor did I. As you well know.

IRENE:
Andreas should have been here tonight. Why didn’t you invite him?

BERIT:
It’s obvious that he has no interest in his family. He hasn’t been in touch once.

IRENE:

Didn’t she say that he had intended to ring us up on a number of occasions?

TORIL:
Perhaps he has had his problems… now and then. And we didn’t care.

IRENE:
I’m sure she wouldn’t let him get in touch.

BERIT:

He should be able to sort it out, after all he is a man.

GURO: (to Berit)

Perhaps I could pour some more wine?

ANNA: (to Vivian)

You’re a doctor?

VIVIAN:
Yes.

ANNA:
You haven’t got any sleeping tablets to recommend? You see I sleep terribly badly.

Merete hears the request, joins in the conversation.

VIVIAN:

Oh I don’t know, I don’t usually…

ANNA:

It’s a terrible curse. I have no good assistant these days. My life is chaotic since the one I had left. She always looked after all my needs.

VIVIAN: (incredulously)

She got you sleeping tablets?

ANNA:
That was her job. Plus a lot of other things, of course. So you can’t help me?

VIVIAN:
Perhaps a small dose of Vallergan. It’s really an allergy treatment, but…

ANNA: and MERETE:

They are much too mild.

MERETE:
I’ve tried so many different ones. For a good night’s sleep Nozinan are much better.

VIVIAN:

That’s a psychiatric drug.

MERETE:

They seem to me to be the best.

ANNA:

What did you say it was called?

MERETE:
Nozinan.

VIVIAN:

It depends what your problem is. Nozinan is not the first thing you choose if the primary complaint is lack of sleep. How did you get them?

MERETE:

My doctor gave me a prescription.

ANNA:

Could you fix one for me too?

VIVIAN:

I’m sorry, but it’s not that simple…

IRENE: (in a low voice, to Vivian)

Merete has had a horrific experience. It’s understandable if she uses medicine like that.

VIVIAN:
Experience?

Merete has heard what Irene told Vivian.

IRENE: (subdued)

Yes. She lost her son.

ANNA:

I need something to find peace.

MERETE: (to Lydia)

I think I’ll go home.

LYDIA:
No, Merete. You stay. You have to get used to being with people. Think of Berit.

MERETE:
What’s that to do with me.

LYDIA: (in a low voice)

What if she dies!

IRENE:

Perhaps you don’t like being forced into your role as a doctor when you go to a party?

VIVIAN:

Not really.

IRENE:

I thought you might be on duty since you’re not drinking?

VIVIAN:

On duty? Oh no. It’s just that… I don’t feel like drinking.

ANNA: (to Toril)

For God’s sake - she’s just an ordinary doctor.

TORIL: (to Anna)

Well I don’t know her.

VIVIAN:

And what do you do for a living?

IRENE: 

Nothing for the time being. I’m proud to have given up my job.

VIVIAN:

Proud?

IRENE:

I was a primary school teacher. But it became totally meaningless.

VIVIAN:

And what will you be doing next?

IRENE:
I’m going to be a guide at the Acropolis.

VIVIAN:

How interesting –

Berit and Lydia exchange a glance, raising their eyes to heaven.

BERIT: (in a low voice)

We’ll see how long it lasts.

LYDIA: (in a low voice, to Berit)

The Acropolis!

IRENE:

That should be meaningful. Like showing people the way back to their origins. Tangible proof of man’s ability to create, to exist.

VIVIAN:
Yes.

IRENE:

You must find your work meaningful?

VIVIAN:

As a doctor I am obliged to say yes to that.

ANNA: (to Toril)

God it’s hot in here.

VIVIAN:

I am a general practitioner, you see. We don’t exactly save the world where we sit amongst snot and tears. But we’re needed.

The question is more whether you feel yourself meaningful in the larGerd context. Whether, perhaps, you’re the right piece in each particular jigsaw puzzle.

BERIT:

That last thing was nicely put, Vivian.

IRENE:
Wasn’t it, Berit?

MATER NEXUS – PART 2, Scene 2: SMALLER ROOM

The walls have been moved so that the room is smaller and more confined. The curtains are pulled open half-ways and the table-cloth is gone to reveal the long table as a row of small tables placed next to each other. The chairs are placed untidily around the table. There is red wine in the glasses.

Guro and Merete stand by a window, Anna sits alone at her old place by the table. Toril and Lydia are standing together, Irene stands leaning on a chair, talking to Vivian. Berit is walking towards the stereo holding a CD. The first lines overlap.

LYDIA: (to Toril) 

Strange how time flies, all the things that have happened.

VIVIAN: (to Irene)

Odd how all things are connected.

GURO: (to Merete)

At one time I thought I had discovered what life was about, but I hadn’t got it right at all. I’ve been like, completely out of it.

IRENE: (to Vivian)

I never used to get angry.

TORIL: (to Lydia)

It’s all gone so quickly, I feel I have so much catching up to do.

MERETE: (to Guro)

That may be true.

Berit starts playing a CD and beautiful violin music streams into the room. She goes to her place at the table, right opposite Anna, who is still sitting there.

ANNA:

My recording! How nice.

Berit gives the CD cover and a pen to Anna, who autographs it.

BERIT:

Do you remember Ian Arnold?

ANNA:
I do of course.

BERIT:

He was my boy-friend at high school.

ANNA:
He was my boy-friend!

BERIT:
You stole him away from me.

ANNA:
What?

BERIT:

Perhaps your memory isn’t so good when it concerns others than yourself?

IRENE: (to Toril)

That doesn’t only apply to her.

TORIL: (to Irene)

Be quiet!

ANNA:

I remember Ian Arnold very well.

BERIT:

So do I. He was one year older than me, and the first person I noticed when I started at St. Mary’s. I loved him from a distance for the whole first year. We became sweethearts on St. Patrick’s Day. It was the happiest day of my life. After the summer holidays he broke up with me, and the same day I saw you with him, walking arm in arm. For a whole year I had to suffer the sight of the two of you.

ANNA:

I didn’t know about that.

BERIT:

I don’t believe you. No one can be so totally insensitive.

ANNA:
I swear.

BERIT:
Have you forgotten that Lydia came to ask you if Ian had told you about me? You just laughed and said you couldn’t be bothered about Ian’s cast-offs. Damn you!

LYDIA:
For goodness sake, it was only a schoolgirl crush.

TORIL:

I remember how she suffered, I can tell you.

BERIT:

Nothing has ever hurt me so much as Ian Arnold breaking up with me to go off with Anna Calivera. No one can tell me it wasn’t important.

IRENE:

Is that what’s been driving you ever since? To show Ian Arnold that you are as good as she is?

BERIT:

He died a long time ago.

ANNA:
What?

BERIT:
In an air crash in South America.

ANNA:

He became a pilot, then?

BERIT:
Perhaps you were expecting him here tonight? Is that why you’re all dressed up? I am so sorry. But it serves you right – because you ruined my high school years.

ANNA: (cross)

You can’t blame me for that now – after all these years. I loved Ian Arnold – and I didn’t even know you existed.

I can’t take any more now. I had the most able assistant in the world and she suddenly walked out on me. For no reason. You wouldn’t understand this of course, but I can’t manage without her.

VIVIAN:

Was she the one who got you the sleeping pills?

ANNA:
She looked after everything for me.

VIVIAN:
Have you no husband?

ANNA:
With all the performing I do …

Anna looks around, at all the expectant faces. Suddenly she changes tack.

ANNA: (lying)

…it’s difficult for me to have a normal relationship. But I am married…He’s a Frenchman, he lives in Paris. A well-known solicitor.

The others are impressed. Berit is sceptical.

BERIT:
So what’s his name?

ANNA:
Alexandre. Alex.

BERIT:
I haven’t heard about this, when did you marry?

ANNA:
It was a secret wedding. We didn’t want to have any magazines or paparazzi around. God it’s hot in here.

Anna looks around triumphantly, takes a large gulp of wine.

IRENE:
Well, let’s all toast love.

ALL:
To love!

LYDIA:

I don’t co-habit with my husband either. We decided it was much better to have our separate apartments.

TORIL:
Don’t you want to be with him all the time?

LYDIA:

Frankly, I just love being alone much of the time. And we have only the good times  together, never whining about who grabbed the newspaper or who didn’t put the cheese back in the fridge. We do work a lot too.

ANNA:

Well exactly.

TORIL:

I wouldn’t want to live like that.

MERETE:
I think it sounds very sensible.

GURO:
Very organised.

LYDIA:

There are really many different ways to live your life. (to Toril) So are you married, Toril?

BERIT:
Or have you still never been kissed?

Toril laughs foolishly, blushes, unable to hide the fact that she’s having an affair.

IRENE:
You’ve met someone?

TORIL:
I don’t know what to say… well I have, in a way.

GURO:
So tell us about it.

TORIL:
I don’t know if it’s such a good idea…

BERIT:

In for a penny, in for a pound.

TORIL: (hesitant)

He’s married.

LYDIA:
But not to you?

TORIL:
No.

Anna laughs.

BERIT:
And how long has this been going on?

TORIL:
Not very long, a few months.

IRENE:
So you’re in love, you lucky so-and-so.

TORIL: (happily)

I suppose so.

IRENE: (to Toril)

I‘ve never been in love. Not properly, I don’t think.

BERIT:

That’s your own fault. Not many people have had as many opportunities as you.

IRENE:

Your business acquaintances are not exactly the easiest to fall in love with.

BERIT:
I’ve done my best. (to Toril) Who is he?

TORIL:
A man who has an office in the shopping centre where I have my boutique.

BERIT:
You moved the boutique?

TORIL:
Yes, this is much better for business.

IRENE:
So how did you meet each other? In the lift?

Toril smiles – looks around – they are all watching her intently.

TORIL:
Oh well. We don’t live here in town.

I had seen him almost every day since I moved into the new premises. It’s almost three years ago now, I think. He is so nice, he has the kindest eyes, and he’s tall.

IRENE:
And dark?

TORIL:

He used to be, though he’s more grey now. Good-looking. To me, anyway. By and by, we started to say hello to each other. But it stopped at that, and I’m quite shy anyhow. Yes, and he’s married… But one Sunday I drove out to the lake to take Picasso for a walk, and then I met him. He, too, was walking his dog. Picasso was yapping, showing off to his large Labrador – I couldn’t get away.

IRENE:
And then?

TORIL:

The following day we had coffee together in the shopping centre. It was serious for him too, I think.

Anna pours herself more red wine and swallows half of it in one go.

TORIL:

He put his hand over mine on the café table. I turned my hand up and we pressed our palms together. We couldn’t help ourselves.

BERIT:
And what does he do?

TORIL:
What? He’s an estate agent. Commercial property.

BERIT:
And the wife, what sort of person is she?

TORIL:
She seems to be ill quite a lot.

ANNA:
She may die!

TORIL:
She’s actually a teacher.

BERIT:
But why did you get yourself into this mess, when you finally managed to fall in love?

IRENE:
Do you have to moralise?

MERETE:

Weren’t you having an affair with Christian while you were married? Both of you were.

Berit glances at Guro. Guro pricks up her ears.

LYDIA:
Perhaps one shouldn’t be too quick to judge.

BERIT:
I’m talking from experience. And it wasn’t like that at all. We were young, and we had the sense to stop it.

MERETE:
But it went on for a long time?

BERIT:
Don’t drag up the past. We’re talking about Toril now, and she’s an adult, sensible person who should be acting responsibly. Toril?

TORIL:

Luckily, I have no one but myself. He is the one responsible for his actions.

BERIT:
Don’t be so naïve, Toril, You know nothing about men.

GURO:
Did Mummy know about it?

BERIT:

Of course not. You’ll have to talk to your father about all that, Guro.

GURO:
Perhaps that’s why she died?

BERIT:
She was ill! I’m quite sure Christian did whatever he could to protect her from all sorts of things. We stopped it, I told you. You moved out of town.

GURO:
But you didn’t forget each other?

BERIT:
Your father contacted me after your mother died. So it seems he hadn’t forgotten me. And I hadn’t forgotten him. My first marriage had been so void of love, it hadn’t survived either.

GURO:
Why has no one told me this before?

BERIT:
We didn’t know it mattered so much to you.

Berit clutches her breast, sighs.

LYDIA: (to Berit)

You must try to take it easy. (to Guro) Perhaps it was meant.

Berit straightens up and gives Lydia a wan smile. Then she shuts her eyes and rests her head in her hands.

IRENE:
I didn’t know you were religious until I heard about the convent…

GURO:
Did you know this, Irene?

LYDIA: (surprised)

Convent?

IRENE:
I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone.

(to Lydia) Perhaps you didn’t know that she’s given up occupying houses?

LYDIA:
So you were really in a convent? 

GURO:
I went there first to make a radio program. I guess I just felt at home. It was so beautiful there. Gentle. Like pouring milk on to a wooden table.

IRENE:
And then you saw the light?

GURO:
No not then. But later, I think. I saw it all of a sudden, quite clearly: the drive, the entrance, the glances of kindness… The rhythm. I couldn’t go anywhere else…

IRENE:
It’s a bit drastic though, entering a convent.

GURO:
You don’t know what happened.

I was tired of my life! Everything was by chance. I’ve known too many self-centred people who don’t give damn whatever happens to you.

ANNA: (to Toril)

Don’t you find it very hot in here?

Toril starts and turns round, smiles at Anna without having heard what she said, then turns back to Irene and Guro to hear their conversation.

LYDIA:

And you were welcome in the convent?

GURO:
It was a time of trial. I believed I was reformed.

IRENE:
But you weren’t?

GURO:
They were so strange. I thought we’d be able to talk about all sorts of things but…

LYDIA:
So what are you doing now?

GURO:
Perhaps it was something I had to go through. Now I’m beginning to see things in a larGerd perspective. I’ve gone back to studying. Psychology.

IRENE:
At last I’ll know where to go for help.

GURO:
I’ve had such an extraordinary life, now it’s time to work it all out.

Why people do what they do, I mean. (to Lydia) Like you and your husband not living together, I think that sounds a great. You have such a considered approach to the choices you make.

LYDIA:
Yes.

MERETE:

Perhaps that’s what one should do to avoid going mad.

LYDIA:
What do you mean?

MERETE:

Be sensible. It’s just so hard to work out why you do certain things.

Anna laughs nervously. 

VIVIAN:

What do you say?

BERIT:
Why?

MERETE:
I didn’t think I could be sensible any more….

LYDIA:
After your son… died?

VIVIAN:
Is it long ago?

BERIT:
More than ten years.

VIVIAN:
And how did your son die?

The others turn, alarmed, towards Vivian, for having dared ask this question. Merete stares ahead.

MERETE:
I never told anyone.

LYDIA:
You don’t have to tell us if you’d rather not.

VIVIAN:
Try to.

MERETE: ( trying to relate the whole thing as correctly as possible, almost photographically)

It was a mild day. Snow was melting, it was very slippery, where they hadn’t sanded. I was holding Jacob’s hand, half-running. The sky was light, I remember thinking it might turn blue that day, not stay as grey as it had been for some time. The day was mild, light and slippery. Jacob and I were taking the tram. Some days we walked, but I was a bit  tired that day, we’d had a late night in front of the fire. John had bought a nice Camembert – no, it was Brie, and a bottle of wine.

He was moving around all the time. You can’t expect a four-year-old to stand still. One tram arrived, but it wasn’t ours. On the other side of the road was an old people’s home, a low white building with trees and a car park. The lights changed to red, and after everyone had got on the tram, it still had to wait for the green light. It may have moved forward a little. Jacob was walking calmly back and forth at the tram-stop, he may have checked out the ice on the pavement, to see how slippery his boots were… I think I turned round to check the time-table, wondering why our tram hadn’t arrived.

     They screamed. I turned round. He was lying there, half underneath the tram. Cold black tram tracks, transparent ice between them, blood and Jacob, my little boy. He was lying very still. I ran up and wanted to pick him up in my arms, but they stopped me. Told me to do nothing. His eyes were closed, he wasn’t speaking. Come to Mummy, I said, but he didn’t come, he was… unconscious. I lay down next to him and talked and talked, to get him to wake up, I knew I had to. But he just lay there with his eyes closed, becoming paler and paler. There was no doctor around. We had to just wait.

The others are silent, look at each other but can’t bear holding the gazes, each one absorbed in her own thoughts.

MERETE:
The lights must have changed to green.

They sit for a long time, as in a vacuum. The room is very still.

VIVIAN:
Did he die instantly?

MERETE:
They got him to hospital, into a bed. That’s where he died.

VIVIAN:
Were you with him?

MERETE:
I was with him all along. I was his mother.

VIVIAN:
And your husband?

MERETE:
He brought Henry. But I couldn’t bear to… talk to them –

GURO:

That’s understandable.

MERETE:

I don’t think I ever talked to them since. Perhaps Jacob saw someone he knew onboard the tram – perhaps someone looking like his father – perhaps that’s why he suddenly ran out in front of it…?

Vivian looks around, Guro gets up, fetches something, Berit sends a bottle of wine across the table to Vivian and Merete. Vivian pours it, the others hurry to pour themselves wine as well. Merete’s movements are slow, she lifts her glass, drinks, puts it down again.

VIVIAN:
And Henry, what age is he now?

MERETE:
Seven. I mean, seventeen.

VIVIAN:
Is he all right?

MERETE:
I think so. I don’t know. He and John live together. John has remarried.

They are all serious and silent. Lydia puts her arm around Merete, but Merete gets up, goes over to the window, looks out. Guro gently begins to tidy up. Anna drinks frequently. Berit plays Anna’s CD again, picks up the telephone and dials a number. Irene follows her and listens in. Berit quickly pushes her away. Everyone listens more and more as she talks.

BERIT:
Alina? Why aren’t you here? I told you it’s the only thing I expect from you! Don’t you realize what I’m going through? (brief pause) But there are only women here! (brief pause) Yes, I will meet him, I accept that. I do love you… (brief pause) I’m not self-indulgent! Don’t you feel anything for me at all? I am your mother! I’ve always done what I though best for you! (brief pause) No, but surely I can advise you. (brief pause) I’m not controlling you! (brief pause) To me you’re not an adult, you’re still my little girl, can’t you see that? (brief pause) But I had so much to do, I couldn’t hang around at home all the time! (pause) How can you say such a thing?

It’s obvious that Alina has hung up.

BERIT:
No… no!

MATER NEXUS – PART 2, Scene 3: SMALLEST ROOM

The walls have been moved even closer together so that the room is now much smaller and confined. The curtains have been removed. The small tables have been moved, scattered at random. The women are drinking brandy. Anna is trying to put on make up.

Lydia and Berit are addressing Merete.

LYDIA:

I don’t know how many messages I left on your answering machine.

Merete says nothing, clams up.

BERIT:
Was it something we said at the funeral?

LYDIA:
We just wanted to help. We are your closest friends.

MERETE:

There was nothing to say.

BERIT:
Do you realize how you rejected us…

LYDIA:
…when perhaps you needed us more than ever?

GURO:
It can’t have been easy.

MERETE:
Jacob died!

BERIT:
But people need each other.

LYDIA:
Look at Berit, for instance, what she is doing. Getting us together here.

MERETE:
Don’t say any more.

Lydia embraces Berit, Berit and Lydia embrace Merete. Merete clutches them both hard.

LYDIA:
Now we’re together.

BERIT:
Like the old days.

MERETE:
For as long as it lasts.

GURO:
Will I pour some more wine, Berit?

IRENE:
That would be nice.

TORIL:
Very nice.

Anna goes to her place, takes her glass and holds it out.

ANNA:
So there is more wine?

BERIT:
We’ll have to raid Christian’s wine cellar, but what the hell, let’s do it.

Berit is on her way out, Guro following. She is stopped by Toril.

TORIL:
No Guro, I’ll go with Berit. You stay here.

Guro stops, perplexed. Berit and Toril go out together. Anna drops her make up bag, as she falls off her chair. Guro and Irene help her up.

GURO: (to Irene)
That was very sudden.

IRENE:

They hadn’t seen each other for fifteen years.

LYDIA: (to Merete)
From now on we must keep in touch.

MERETE:
Soon it will be only the two of us.

VIVIAN:
Don’t talk like that.

LYDIA:
I thought you said she’s about to die.

VIVIAN:

I only said I couldn’t make any promises.

LYDIA:
So she misunderstood you?

VIVIAN:

Perhaps it’s easy to assume the worst.

LYDIA:
Isn’t your job to give her the will to live?

VIVIAN:
What do you mean?

LYDIA:

If the will is there, you can survive the most incredible thing, isn’t that so?

VIVIAN:

Perhaps. But a doctor isn’t responsible for the patient’s own will.

LYDIA:
But what if a patient gives up too easily?

VIVIAN:

I don’t want to discuss this.

LYDIA:

Don’t you discuss it with Harald?

VIVIAN:
Whether Berit has the will to live?

LYDIA:
Don’t be silly. I just wonder if you discuss professional ethics with Harald.

VIVIAN:
We do talk things over. At night, after work. Don’t you and your husband do the same?

LYDIA:
No. We don’t live together.

VIVIAN:

That’s true.

LYDIA:
How did you meet him?

Berit and Toril bring in a number of wine bottles.

TORIL: (excited, to Berit)
I can’t tell him I don’t want to see him any more.

BERIT: (to Toril)

You have to call the shots, is all I say.

TORIL:

Why can’t you just let me believe that he’s leaving her?

BERIT:
You’ve always been so naïve.

Toril uncorks bottles while Berit goes towards Lydia and Vivian. Guro starts to pour wine, first to Anna, who is ready with her glass.

LYDIA:

I think you two knew each other before I moved out. Suddenly there you were, living together. Not a thought for the children. The love birds.

BERIT:
But for goodness sake, Lydia, you were the one who left him. As far as I can remember, you knew William long before you left Harald.

VIVIAN:
That’s what I’ve been told, too.

LYDIA:
We were colleagues! We didn’t have an affair until I’d moved out.

VIVIAN:
I don’t think that’s how Harald saw it.

LYDIA:

I didn’t involve the children in my love life until years had passed.

BERIT:
Divorces are always tricky. Just forget it.

LYDIA:

Some men can’t manage without a woman in the house. Harald is one of those, I know it well.

BERIT:

Bring the wine, will you? We’re here to enjoy ourselves.

VIVIAN:
I think the children have been fine living with us.

Perhaps you find it sad to live without a man in the house?

Guro pours wine for Vivian.

VIVIAN:
Thank you.

Vivian turns demonstratively away from Lydia. Lydia gets some wine and returns to Merete.

GURO:
This is Daddy’s favourite wine.

VIVIAN:
A little won’t do any harm.

GURO:
A Saint-Emilion.

He buys his wine abroad. On business trips. It’s not exactly unfair on him but…

They all move as they receive more wine – stands scattered around, sipping the wine.

LYDIA:

The children are always busy. I hardly ever see them. They have to split themselves up between Harald and me. They are clever. Well educated, good jobs.

BERIT:
You don’t know how lucky you are.

LYDIA:
I never see them.

VIVIAN: (to Irene)

They spend a lot of time with us.

LYDIA:

I have much spare time. Even if I work hard. William makes appointments. He never visits without ringing me first. He’s practical and rational. Just like me.

BERIT:
That’s good characteristics to have, Lydia.

LYDIA:
I really don’t know. I wish they’d come and see me more often.

VIVIAN: (to Irene)
They spend a lot of time with us.

LYDIA:
And I’d like William to be there all the time. I feel like making large pots of stew, not dainty little morsels. I’d like to have lots of grandchildren and swell up to a large lap that they can crawl on to while we eat and drink milk.

ANNA:

She wants to get fat. Cheers.

ALL: (scattered)
Cheers!

Vivian goes over to Berit, talks to her privately.

VIVIAN:
Why did you tell me she wanted to meet me when it wasn’t true?

BERIT:
It may help her move on.

VIVIAN:
I shouldn’t have come.

BERIT:
It was just that I wanted to see you together.

VIVIAN:

It’s a bit… too much for me right now. I shouldn’t have come.

BERIT:
They’ve told me there is a risk it will spread.

VIVIAN:
But you know that is not definite.

BERIT:
Please. Don’t let me down, you too.

IRENE:
Shouldn’t you respect Vivian’s decision, Berit, if she wants to leave?

VIVIAN:
I can stay for a little lonGerd.

BERIT:
Good. What will I do with Alina? Children are supposed to be a joy to you.

VIVIAN:
I don’t know. I have no children.

Vivian passes her hand gently across her stomach again.

IRENE:
Tell her you love her.

BERIT:
Alina? I’ve already done so.

IRENE:
Without asking for anything in return.

TORIL:
Yes. That’s what love is all about.

BERIT:
We’re talking about my daughter – not a lover.

TORIL:
That’s not how I meant it, Berit. You do love her, don’t you?

BERIT:
You are so naïve. Because he is married, it’s all on his terms. And that you call giving. It’s he who takes, I tell you.

GURO:
Toril takes, too.

BERIT: (to Toril)

Surely you realize that living the way you do - is untenable in the long run.

TORIL:

I told you, we can’t help ourselves. What do you do when your mind tells you one thing and your feelings something completely different?

MERETE:
That’s what drives you mad.

ANNA: (inebriated)
Hands up whoever isn’t mad.

IRENE:
Do what you feel is right, Toril. I’ve always done what I thought I ought to.

BERIT:
It’s a question of being realistic, Irene. Perhaps it’s a bit drastic to give up your teaching job just because you don’t find it sufficiently meaningful.

IRENE:
Don’t criticize me.

GURO:

Don’t you have to keep in touch with your inner being? I mean, don’t you have to believe in your own ability to move on? How else would we manage ever to change anything? 

BERIT:

Strange for you to say who’s always been living in chaos.

MERETE:

Are you sure it’s possible to change anything at all?

BERIT:
That sound like fatalism, Merete, and that’s not constructive.

TORIL:
Is there something wrong in believing in fate?

LYDIA:
Amor fati –

GURO:
What?

LYDIA:
Love your destiny - Nietzche.

ANNA:
Oh God…

GURO:
Of course.

BERIT: (sarcastically)
The rest of us aren’t quite so philosophical, Lydia.

(to Toril) Perhaps you’d rather say: make love to your destiny?

LYDIA:
Stop it, Berit.

TORIL:
I love him so much it drives me crazy.

Irene comforts Toril, flashes a glance at Berit.

LYDIA: (resignedly)
Perhaps fate is simply how you manage to handle whatever situation you’re in?

VIVIAN: (acid)

That’s an interesting definition.

GURO: (enthusiastic)
Isn’t it?

BERIT:
And that from you who have arranged your life so sensibly and practically that you don’t even like it yourself.

IRENE: (to Berit)

What’s wrong with you? Why are you so cross all the time?

LYDIA:

Sometimes theory and practice don’t tally. Ask an old academic like myself and I’ll give you any number of examples. Oh I’m so tired…

Lydia goes to sit down. Guro, who was standing next to her, joins her.

GURO: (to Lydia)
I like your scent. You smell really nice.

LYDIA:
Thank you.

GURO:
You have to take responsibility for your own life. That’s what I mean. It’s a matter of action, being active. For that you need your will, and your will should be ruled by our wishes, not just by objective rationality.

BERIT:

You’ve become very articulate, Guro… How clever…

What am I doing? Where is Alina? Why hasn’t she come? Oh God…

TORIL: (gently)

Don’t we just wish to be happy? All of us?

TORIL:
That depends on your definition of happiness.

VIVIAN:
Or how much of it you need.

No one speaks. It’s very still. Berit goes to the stereo and Guro speaks - at the same time.

GURO:
That scent is really wonderful.

LYDIA:
Thank you.

Berit plays Anna’s CD.

ANNA:
My recording. How nice.

Anna sits down, nearly falls over. Slumps over a table.

ANNA:
I think I’ll kill myself.

All look at Anna.

BERIT:
We were going to enjoy ourselves. Cheers.

ALL:
Cheers!

They all toast each other with light, slightly nervous voices.

MERETE:

I wish Jacob was alive. I’m unable to think of anything else.

VIVIAN:
But what about your other son – was his name Henry?

IRENE: (to Berit)

Do you remember how you went to live here in town and left the rest of us at home? You hadn’t told us, you just vanished. Toril and Andreas said you’d soon be back, but I kept waiting and you never came. She’ll probably be here tomorrow, they’d say. I crept into the bay window, put my forehead against the glass and gazed down the avenue, searching for your shape. We’d been together every single day, and then you just disappeared.

BERIT:
I was young, Irene, I couldn’t help being the eldest.

TORIL:
It was right after daddy’s funeral.

BERIT:
I had to go.

IRENE:
I thought you had died, too.

GURO:

You can’t imagine how lucky you are to have each other.

BERIT:
You don’t understand any of this, Guro.

IRENE:
Don’t forget she, too, lost her mother.

BERIT: (to Irene)

You grew up without both parents. But Guro had her father all the time, and me. Didn’t you, Guro?

Guro, fighting back tears, is unable to answer. Anna gets up and goes towards Berit.

ANNA:
I loved Ian Arnold, you can’t say anything else.

VIVIAN:
Perhaps you’d better sit down again?

BERIT:
And what about your husband, the French celebrity lawyer?

ANNA: (despairingly)
Alex… I might as well be dead.

GURO:
Aren’t you married then?

BERIT:
She’s lying. You were never married, I knew that.

VIVIAN:
Will I get you some water?

ANNA:
No, not water, I don’t want any water. Is there no more wine?

LYDIA:
Let’s go, Merete.

BERIT:
You’ve become very chummy.

MERETE:
I didn’t mean to ruin your party, Berit.

BERIT:
You didn’t.

IRENE:
I did.

TORIL:
I love this violin concerto.

Guro plays the CD again. Anna straightens up, pours herself more wine. The others, too, fill their glasses.

BERIT:
Well – Cheers…

… What if Alina turns up after all…

No one reacts. Irene stands alone with her wine glass full.

IRENE:
I have nobody. No lover. No children. Not even a proper grief.

A great stillness fills the room.

GURO:

Weren’t you going to Greece?

LYDIA:
Things can change.

IRENE:
You think so?

LYDIA:
I don’t know.

Anna’s music continues.

END MATER NEXUS PART 2.

MATER NEXUS – INTERVAL BETWEEN PART 2 AND PART 3

Anna’s violin music continues.
A wall or a curtain hides Berit’s dining-room. On the wall/curtain an enormous face of a baby girl is projected.

During the interval the face is slowly and gradually transformed from a baby to a girl of about eight.

This film can also be shown on monitors wherever the audience spend the interval.

------

Downstage are a number of Barbie dolls, Barbie tables, chairs etc. upended. It’s a kind of Barbie version of the previous scene. The voice of a girl, Louise, eight years old, Berit’s granddaughter, can be heard. Louise is playing.

LOUISE: (V/O)

That’s where you should be sitting, where is your handbag? Bad girl! You’ve lost it! That expensive bag!

And this is where you should sit. I’m giving you the best chair because you’ve been good. Have you left your shirt behind? You can’t go naked with other people around. Take this shirt instead. There! You were girl-friends, working in the same place. Hey, let’s go to the party together. Mm, good idea.

Also there is the sound of chairs and tables and dolls scraping against the floor, as Louise plays.

END MATER NEXUS PART 2.

MATER NEXUS PART 3: EIGHT YEARS LATER

Part 3 takes place close to the audience, in front of the curtain with the projection of the girl’s face. During the course of Part 3, the girl’s face is transformed, from the age of eight to an old woman, through all the phases of a woman’s age. This will happen very subtly, at an even pace, and must never be noted by the actors on stage.

……

On the stage all the Barbie stuff is still lying around, as well as a toy box.

Alina comes in, sees the mess, squats down and starts to tidy up the dolls and things. Berit enters from the opposite side, stops, stands watching Alina. Alina stops abruptly when she sees her mother.

ALINA:
Why are you here?

BERIT:
Is that so strange? For a mother to visit her daughter?

ALINA:
I had  the impression that you and Daddy prefer to meet me in restaurants.

BERIT:

It’s nice to treat you to a decent meal now and then.

ALINA:
Since I can’t afford it myself?

BERIT:

Alina… we didn’t take anything away from you. It’s you who refuse to take our help.

ALINA:
I refuse to take money from you.

BERIT:
I have changed.

ALINA:
You might have phoned first…

BERIT:
There was no reply. Do you want me to leave?

ALINA:

Oh Mummy, no…

BERIT:
You need… a mother.

ALINA:
Oh yeah? And what does that mean?

BERIT:
Someone to look after you… help you…

ALINA:
You’re controlling me.

BERIT:
That was many years ago.

ALINA:

You invade me. You censor everything I do. You’re in here – whether you mean to or not.

Alina turns her back on Berit – and Berit walks away from her. The next moment she is back.

BERIT:
Let me have another chance.

ALINA:
Like what?

BERIT:
To be a mother.

ALINA: (resignedly)

Mummy!

BERIT:

I realize I’ve failed.

ALINA:
What do you intend to do?

BERIT:
I’d like to mind your children and help you with… all sorts of things.

ALINA:
I can manage without you – can’t you see that?

BERIT:
I want to make pancakes for you. Make you hot chocolate.

ALINA: (suspicious)

Have you gone mad?

BERIT:
Maybe.

Berit instinctively puts a hand protectively over her breast.

ALINA:

Mummy – what’s the matter? Are you ill…

Alina interrupts herself, as she realizes that her mother’s cancer has returned.

ALINA: (scared)

Has it come back?

BERIT:
I was prepared for it.

ALINA:
Will they have to remove it? (embraces Berit) Oh God, Mummy…

BERIT:
Don’t be like that, I can’t cope.

ALINA:
But I thought you were recovered. It’s eight years since…

BERIT:
They said it might recur.

ALINA:

You can get well again, can’t you?

BERIT:
I don’t think so.

ALINA:
Are you sure they have to remove it?

BERIT: (annoyed)

Don’t talk about it any more.

ALINA: (hurt)

I’m sorry.

Alina turns her back on Berit, Berit goes from Alina. The next moment Berit is back, trying again.

BERIT:
Can I stay here for a few days? Please?

ALINA:
You do recall that I have a husband?

BERIT:
I want to get to know him.

ALINA:
Let’s hope he wants to get to know you.

BERIT:
I didn’t think of that.

ALINA: (aggressively)

Exactly! Typical of you.

BERIT:
At this moment I’m nothing at all.

ALINA:
Don’t be dramatic.

BERIT:
May I?

ALINA:
You’ll have to sleep on the sofa.

BERIT:
Have another chance, I mean.

ALINA:
But Mummy, you’ll never change.

BERIT: (humbling herself greatly)

Please… Believe me, just this once.

Berit has to wait a long time for Alina to answer.

ALINA:
It will be on my terms.

BERIT:
What will I do?

ALINA:
You’ll have to talk.

BERIT:
Talk?

ALINA:
Talk honestly. So that I can get to know you. Tell me about something you find important.

BERIT:
How is your little boy?

ALINA: (detached)

He’s fine. Asleep. I breastfeed him, frequently, he’s putting on weight. I’ve almost forgotten all the complications.

BERIT:
And Louise?

ALINA:

She’s fine. Plays with her Barbie all the time. She’s pretty. And lively.

Now you can start.

Alina fetches a bar stool for Berit to sit on. The light changes.

ALINA:
You sit here.

Berit reluctantly goes to the stool and sits down, with great resistance. It’s some time before she manages to get started.

BERIT:
At the hospital… they told me there. It was just an ordinary routine check-up. Quite ordinary… And then… They took more tests at once… I didn’t sleep last night. I knew it all along. It would come back. I haven’t had enough regrets, haven’t used the occasion well enough. This is my punishment. Once more. This time I’ll die.

ALINA:
That’s what you thought the last time too.

BERIT:
These years have only been a respite… I realized it even then…

Berit interrupts herself, unsure how to continue. They sit quietly.

ALINA: (irritated)

What did you realize?

BERIT:

That… that I’d have to change something… I don’t knew… I breastfed you, Alina. I think I’ve forgotten, after all these years. Last time… I realized it wasn’t enough (close to tears) That you didn’t love me. But you are the only one I have.

ALINA:
That’s been a bit difficult to understand.

BERIT: (pulling herself together)

I should have quit straight away.

Berit gets up, walks away from the bar stool.

ALINA: (suddenly aggressive)

Don’t talk about your job!

BERIT:
You don’t understand any of this.

ALINA:
I’m sick and tired of your bloody job.

BERIT:

It’s as if power consumes you. It’s addictive.

ALINA:
Power!

BERIT:
I needed time. Had to get used to the idea… it was like making up your mind to stop existing somehow… as well. When I finally made the decision I thought all would be well. That you and I… But it didn’t happen. The floor vanished underneath me. I didn’t know who I was.

ALINA: (joking)

You never knew that.

BERIT:
That doesn’t make it any easier.

ALINA:
No… (laughs for a long time)

Alina laughs, but not maliciously – more as at a good joke. Berit can’t see why Alina is laughing, but she doesn’t feel under attack – the laughter is too light-hearted for that. Berit doesn’t know what to say, she feels helpless, can’t understand Alina, realizes the distance between them. Alina is waiting for her mother to continue.

ALINA: (gently)

Well?

BERIT: (confirming it)

Well.

ALINA:
And then?

Sit down again.

She brings her mother back to the bar stool. Berit walks back heavily, slumps down, worn out.

ALINA:
Go on.

BERIT:
And then… what can I say? A little while ago I had a terrible phone call… someone I know, or used to know, superficially, had killed herself. Poor woman, she had hanged herself. I’d been in her address book, one of the few who weren’t family.

ALINA:
Do you remember the Chinese vase? The one that stood in the inner room over by the grand piano?

Berit nods, but Alina doesn’t notice.

ALINA:
I remember it was on a table with a cover going all the way down to the ground. You were so concerned about that bloody vase. I think it’s almost my earliest memory, you standing over me, saying, “that vase is very old and valuable. You must be careful with it, Alina… Don’t break the Chinese vase…” You should know how many times I stood there pulling at the cover wishing I had the guts to suddenly pull it off, so that the vase broke. I wanted you to be really cross with me. I knew you’d be furious if I broke the vase.

BERIT:
You knew?

ALINA:

Once when some older girls had tripped me up, you were furious with them. You didn’t ask why they’d done it, perhaps it was my fault.

BERIT:
Your fault?

ALINA:
It was just that they had dared attack something belonging to you.

I remember clearly I thought, now I’m just like the Chinese vase.

BERIT:

Don’t you see I was concerned about you.

ALINA:
To you I was an object. You just wanted me as something to show off.

Guro appears, bringing a bar stool. Her attention is constantly directed towards the two women talking.

BERIT:

I wanted you to look pretty! Don’t all mothers?

ALINA:

Pretty!

BERIT:

That vase is in fact antique. I inherited it from my mother. Daddy laughed, saying it was some old rubbish she’d been given by a sea captain. He must have been in love with your mother, he used to say. Mother just laughed it off, but she cared an awful lot about that vase. It was always filled with large sprays of white flowers.

Whilst talking, Alina fetches a bar stool and sits down next to her mother.

ALINA:

It was tall and rust-coloured with a green pattern. Inside it was white. On the outside were little men working the fields or sailing their boats. The pattern was formed by waves turning into a sort of labyrinth. In a few places the sea became the earth. I pulled my finGerd along the green lines, imagined walking through the maze; becoming dirty from the soil, wet from the waves. I imagined that my mother got furious when she saw me. Or else, that I disappeared so that mummy never found me again.

Guro places her bar stool well away from Berit and Alina, sits down and follows their conversation.

BERIT:

Mother and father are running between the trees with the white flowers and my sisters are wearing big smiles and white dresses. It’s sunny with blue skies. I’m standing on the steps to the veranda, holding a glass jug of homemade lemonade. Pink reflexes from the jug flicker over my hands and dress.

Then her coffin. Mummy’s coffin. They are walking through the meadow. I look out through the chink of the door. Stick my hands into my pockets and feel all the keys. Daddy is sitting inside, he’s crying.

It’s almost like looking out of a window. If I concentrate hard and shut my eyes tight, I can see my life. All of it. But most of the time I’m just standing there, unable to collect myself. And there is nothing beyond, just blankness. Perhaps it’s just time.

Lydia enters with a bar stool. Berit sees her, follows when she settles down near Guro.

BERIT: (cont.)
The pain will soon start. I can already see Christian dining with another woman, her dresses in my wardrobe. It’s awful. Isn’t it enough to think that I shall vanish? Imagine hanging herself. Someone so talented.

It’s not as if one could have done things differently. One should always have done more. Changed things, said something else, taken back a word, tried the other way too. How could she choose to disappear?

LYDIA:
Didn’t he hear what I said? Did he overhear me? Many months have passed… I’ve tried to give him little hints… But he doesn’t get it at all. He must have heard me… “It’s getting lonesome.” Was that a silly way to put it? “We’re getting on now. I wouldn’t mind living together.” He just got up and walked out. (Alina: I walked through the maze.) Came back with a bottle of wine… two glasses. I waited, waited. He said nothing.

Irene enters with a bar stool, has all her attention focused on the action in the room. She sits down. Lydia notices her before she continues her speech.

LYDIA: (cont.)
I slept in my flat even if we had been drinking. We’ve been married for almost twenty years! Something isn’t right. Worst of all… I chose it myself. It’s as if… It’s so… I’m so confident. (Guro: Extremely organised.) Perhaps he believes I wasn’t myself when I suggested to live together? (Irene: Whoever proposes these days?) That it was just a moment’s folly? 

All we tell each other has to be logical, deliberate. Do I love him – or don’t I?

     He must have heard me. He doesn’t respect me, in other words, we’d better get a divorce. Perhaps I didn’t say it. (Guro: I had lemonade and chocolate/Alina: Away from Mummy/Berit: It’s what all mothers want.)

GURO:
Mummy drew flowers. They were lovely. Pads full of flower drawings. We were together in the Botanical Gardens with our sketching pads. I had lemonade and chocolate.

Vivian enters with a bar stool. Following the conversation, she carefully chooses the spot where she places her stool and sits down. Guro notices her before continuing.

GURO: (cont.)
Everything became easier when she died. It did. She laughed, drew flowers, a whirlwind around me. Then days without caring at all. She just sat there staring ahead. Daddy was cross. I made myself invisible so that she forgot me.

Toril enters with a bar stool. Sits down.

GURO: (cont.)

Suddenly she discovered me and was cross. I was… I was… (Vivian: I have hardly any breakfast.) I didn’t know what she was… or… when… It was the way she changed. I was happy when she was happy, but it got much worse later. Why didn’t Daddy tell me that she didn’t want to live any more? He just said she’d had an accident. Poor you, they all said.

Merete enters with her bar stool, listens to Guro whilst finding a place and sitting down.

GURO: (cont.)

I shouldn’t be pleased (Berit: That vase is in fact antique.) but I had already lost her so many times. Perhaps it’s my fault that she is dead, I thought, since I’m not sad?

(Toril: I gave him time/Vivian: I was pregnant that night./Lydia: He said nothing./Merete: I waited and waited for him to reply.)

ALINA:
I’m on my trolley, being pushed through the corridors. Past one door after another, busy nurses. Bryan is walking next to me – wearing green sterile clothing. In the operating theatre there are many more people than we expected. Bryan squeezes my hand and smiles. (Berit: Isn’t it enough that I’m going to vanish?) The doctor arrives, in a good mood. On my right are the anaesthetist and her assistant. On my left is Bryan. I’m given an injection in my back and a screen across my stomach so that I can’t see all the blood. The doctor starts. I suppose he’s cutting me open, but I can’t feel anything.  I talk to Bryan, chat about school and my teaching colleagues, try to relax. (Vivian: Each day gets off to a good start/Irene: I knew he was hurt.)  He’s trying to be calm. (Guro: He just said she’d had an accident.)

IRENE:

He was handsome and kind and…I don’t know, having a child by him… sharing everything.… It gave me a stomach ache. To think of all the blood, the shit. He came to see me all the time. All the time. And then it was his running. Suddenly he had to go out running. It had started to irritate me, even if we were on holiday. I had hoped this would be different. It felt right, you might say, when we were sitting together on the terrace having breakfast. What can you in fact expect from another person? I don’t want someone ruling over me. I just want someone to be with. (Berit: He was in love with Mummy.)

ALINA:

Suddenly he’s lying on my chest. A big boy, looking at me seriously. The doctor is working away, “sewing you up”, say the women around me. My husband takes the boy for his check-up. I have to stay until the doctor is finished. He pops up to see me, above the screen. Says cheerily that he wants to invoice me for a pair of socks, since I’ve lost so much blood he feels he’s wading in it.

VIVIAN:

Each day gets off to a new start, I have hardly any breakfast. A light lunch, and then it’s just a matter of waiting for dinner, supper. Don’t always manage the waiting, don’t hold out. Can’t meet Harald’s gaze… I lose control, have such a guilty conscience… I’m nauseated by my own reflection. I have to take charge of myself, I know I have to take charge. Have to lose at least ten kilos… I have to concentrate on the ultimate diet, a click in the head, as easy as anything… Not a crash diet now, that won’t last anyway. (Guro: It’s nearly always something within ourselves.) I could starve for years to become my old self. At the moment I’m controlling it with thyroxin… it controls the metabolism… I know I shouldn’t. I have to give it up. I know. (TORIL: I did nothing./Lydia: I feel kind of lonesome.)

BERIT:

I stole into a pew at the back of the church. The coffin was down the aisle, a chamber orchestra played Bach’s prelude in H minor. Incredibly beautiful. Lots of people and flowers everywhere. They played for a long time. The vicar didn’t say very much.. He thanked the musicians for the lovely music and used the occasion to thank her too – for all the pleasure she had given us through her music. A well-known actor recited a poem, “Ode to Death” by some author. Her father gave a brief address. One woman wept uncontrollably while he gave his speech, very bad it was, too. It must have been her mother. “This came as a shock,” the father said. “When someone chooses to end her life, it’s dramatic not only for her, but also for those who are left behind, without a chance to understand, with so many questions.” He finished by laying a wreath on the coffin.

MERETE: 

To think that she hanged herself. She was so famous. And so lovely. That night… I remember very little… only my own voice. Something happened… My letter to Henry. Long and difficult. The red pillar-box in the street, the cars, the rain. My finGerds on the envelope. In it goes. It’s gone. All became still around me. I waited and waited for his reply, but heard nothing. It was like losing my child over and over again. How could I have left him waiting so long? (Irene: Couldn’t time just have flown?/Lydia: We’re beginning to grow old.)

BERIT:

The male musicians laid down their instruments and carried the coffin down through the aisle. That’s how she was to end her days. I don’t believe there were many there who really knew her… perhaps no one… Most were like admirers. (Guro: She was sick so often./TORIL: I am… happy./Lydia: He can’t have heard what I said.)

VIVIAN:

Amazing how I didn’t regain my weight after the birth, other women do, don’t they? That night, at Berit’s party, I was pregnant… drank only water. The violinist had a lot of wine, got confused, almost psychotic. (Alina: It’s only a few hours since we were one.) So she took her own life. I’m not all that surprised.

TORIL:

Every night we sleep under the same duvet. A double duvet. We snuggle up close together. He strokes my back, cups one of my breasts in his hand, breathes life into me as we sleep. I am happy. We kiss each other in our sleep, crook our legs into each other. Sleep close together. As if we were one.

I didn’t ask him to leave her. I gave him time. Only afterwards have I realized how precious that time was. How much I gave him. (Irene hums a tune, Alina can also be heard off and on.)

MERETE:

Then I rang up. Luckily, he answered the phone himself. “May I speak to Henry?” “That’s me.” “This is… Mummy. Did you get my letter?” “Yes.” “Can you forgive me?” “Yes,” he said.

Then he came to see me. I gave him spaghetti… he told me about school. Imagine… it’s as if he’s been inside me all those years. (Irene and Alina stop humming.) I had no room for Henry, I didn’t. Jacob… he couldn’t have any more.

They all say I’m lucky. That Henry wanted to see me. He did.

IRENE:

I was dumbfounded when he proposed. Whoever proposes these days? “If I refuse, will you never want to see me again?” I asked. “I’d like to settle down,” he said. “I need to get myself established again, I feel I’m in a limbo.” I told him I didn’t know, I needed time. “I’ll go out running,” he said. He was wearing his running shoes and running shorts and running jersey. He looked smart, but I know he was hurt.

He had a nice large flat. What did he mean by getting himself established? Did he want to plan his life, set up a scenario from now on until death us do part? It was a long run, and I had a long time to think about it. (Vivian: The other child is inside me.) I refused. Today I might have been a wife going on business trips, having a house full of ornaments and pots of Gerdaniums lining the drive. (Guro: He said she’d had an accident.) The children would have been seven and five… (Toril: We sleep close together./Berit: It is in fact an antique.) …perhaps a boy and a girl.

LYDIA:

I sat under the table reading a thick book without pictures. Curled up in the little house inside the table legs. It was a neat place, room to think. I had come home from school early, there was no one at home. Mum and Dad used to paint on a different floor, there were large skylights on the ceiling. The book was about a sort of garden with high hedges, a girl and a boy searching for something. (Merete: I almost didn’t reach up./Alina: He was a helpless spectator.)

VIVIAN:
Just after we’d met I had an abortion. Harald didn’t want any more children. It was concern about the wife, the ex-wife, and the children. The ones he already had… but the fact that he had children already, and I didn’t… that he shared that experience with someone else… and I wasn’t going to be allowed the same, because… because someone else had been there before me… I had expected him to tell me to have another abortion. (Lydia: A girl and a boy searching for something.) The other baby, the one that didn’t live, became so clear to me. And now that I have Frederic, I can see the other one so clearly… a lovely little boy with a soft neck and wise eyes. I had Frederic. Harald wanted him. Just imagine.

GURO:
It looked exactly the same, after all these years. The long avenue, the peace and stillness. Why did she hit me? She must have had some experience or other that suddenly came back to her. Perhaps I spoilt it for her. I may have opened up something inside her that she was determined to ignore? Not everyone likes to process everything. She’s in the convent… refuses to see me. It couldn’t be just my fault that she hit me. My job is to understand these things. Or to help others understand. (Vivian: It’s sick – sometimes I think…/Alina: Soon I’d get to see my little boy.)

Guro discovers that Lydia’s scarf has slid off her, gets up, picks it up, puts it lovingly back around her neck. Lydia, confused, smiles warmly to Guro, who goes back.

GURO: (cont.)

It’s usually something to do with ourselves. That’s what’s so weird. We don’t really know who we are, until something dramatic happens. We are afraid – of ourselves. Everyone runs away, but the bomb they can’t escape is their own selves.

TORIL:
I imagine that we each have two faces. One known face, which we turn towards the other, laughing. But we also have an unknown face that belongs to a different existence. That’s the only way we can meet and become one. You have to be two to become one. It happens again and again. We often stand out by the sea, leaning in towards each other, light shimmering through us. His hands caress my hair, my face.  We close our eyes and gently touch the unknown faces as well, and something moves inside us. After eight years I’m amazed that this hasn’t changed. (Merete: He was so tall./Irene: I knew he was hurt.)

He still kisses me tenderly on the mouth, we pull the duvet over us and filter into each other. I never tire of letting my hand glide over his face: Eyebrows, cheek, nose, lips…

LYDIA:

“It’s your fault!” “No, it’s your fault!” “Just discussing,” they used to say. It was a quarrel. “You’re so stupid!” Mum shouted. Dad grabbed her hard by the arm, I almost called out: Stop it! But I didn’t. The lump in my stomach was so heavy I could hardly move. (Merete: What have I done to my child?/Alina hums.) Then I heard Mum laughing. Had she gone mad? Dad took Mum by the arm and pulled her tight. Then he hugged her. They kissed and kissed. I could hear my own breathing. My heart was beating hard, I felt limp. “We’re so silly,” they said, hugging each other. (Vivian: My mother and father eat too much fatty food.) They undressed each other, I didn’t want to watch them. Shut my eyes and slapped my hands over my ears. (Berit: Perhaps it’s just time.)

ALINA: (stops humming)
With Louise everything was different. I ‘m in the car on my way to the hospital, can’t sit due to the pain. I’m arching my back, teeth clenched, ready to fight. Straight into the delivery suite, the baby has already been on the move for some time. I stand when the contractions come, lean forward, hold on to something, moaning and groaning. A terrified nurse begs me to sit down, get ready, but I push her away. Don’t distract me now, let me find peace in my house of pain.

GURO:

Poor Daddy. He is so... lonely. At four o’clock he takes his first drink. That’s why he comes home from work early. Because it’s all right to have a drink after work, by four o’clock. He goes to bed early. At times he’s unable to sleep, then he walks around in his dressing-gown, smoking cigarettes. Restless.He goes to work early, so that he can go home early to have his drink. Sometimes I nip in to see him in the office. He’s a kind man, really. (Vivian: My mother and father eat too much fatty food.) I believe he’s always tried his best. In relation to what? What kind of measuring stick does he use? (Berit: Isn’t it enough that I’m going to vanish/Irene: It was a long run.)

ALINA:

The body has a life of its own, blood and all the other stuff pumping through me rhythmically. I’m torn to pieces. The child slowly emerges into the light, into life beyond me. The most beautiful girl in the world. Watching me with her large, wise eyes. I smile happily, can’t take my eyes off her. (Vivian: It’s like the first child…) The midwife cuts the umbilical cord, weighs and washes her. (Vivian: …it’s still inside me.) I’m put in a bed by a window. Now you must breastfeed her, says the midwife and puts her down with me. She starts sucking at once. A fantastic reflex. 

My heart soars, becomes large and vulnerable. Outside the spring sky is blue.

The trees are shimmering in the sunshine, the first gentle breeze of spring stretches its long, green branches towards me. I wish it would never end. (Irene: The children would have been seven… and five.)

BERIT:

I came out on the church steps… the snow and the sharp light. The coffin was already halfway across the cemetery. A black snake through the snow. I followed, among the last, saying to myself, it wasn’t my fault, even though it had occurred to me. I admit I didn’t behave all that well towards her, but that’s not why she died.

(Alina: I dozed, waited, but found no peace.)

Her mother and father came up to me. “Are you a friend of Anna’s?” the mother asked enthusiastically, taking my hand. “I was only an acquaintance,” I replied politely. “Our daughter was a genius,” she said. “Such people are too good for this world. She came to a tragic end, like so many true artists. She had to go that way. We could see it even when she was a little girl.”

To think that she hanged herself.

TORIL:
She told us.

BERIT:/ALL:

What?

TORIL:

She told us she’d kill herself. She told us.

BERIT: /ALL:

I can’t remember that./She did?/Is that true?/To think that she said so.

Irene speaks. All the others listen attentively, while she tells them the story.

IRENE:
Once I was in a country village. Everything was white, they limed their houses all the time. The women were small and dressed in black. I was sitting outside by a table, drinking coffee and water. A cat was dozing on a window-sill, a child was crying some place or other. The crying just went on and on. A woman was shouting and screaming, but the sound of her voice was drowned by a moped driven past me by a man. He had a box at the back of his moped full of bottles clinking against each other. I suddenly felt so alien. All I saw was outside myself. I knew I didn’t belong there. That I had no right to be a part of their lives. And then I felt warm tears running down my cheeks, without knowing why.

A little later I was cycling up a hill. It was late in the day, there was a fresh breeze that felt pleasant against my skin. I was filled with sadness boring deeper and deeper into my body. It was all inexplicable. I had known for a long time that I didn’t belong to any particular place or person. I’d come to terms with that idea. But the sadness was so overwhelming and my conscious mind had no part in it. I pedalled up and up until I felt ready to explode. (Alina: I waited and waited./Lydia: We’re beginning to grow old.) Isn’t it terribly hot in here?

MERETE:

He sat still, his back straight, eating his spaghetti. I said nothing. “Tell me how Jacob died,” he said abruptly, into the stillness. I told him everything. Then I remember nothing other than the two of us standing up holding each other. He wept, and I stroked his hair. I almost didn’t reach up, he was so tall. All he said was, Mummy, Mummy. Mummy, Mummy. Many times. (Toril: We each have two faces./Berit: There will have to be music.)

LYDIA:

The violinist hanged herself. Ever since we went to nursery school she’d been… Even her clothes were different. As if her parents had decided that she was to be famous. There were rumours that they changed their name for her sake. (Toril: Eyebrows, cheek, nose, lips./Berit: Not at home.) They all envied me for having such nice parents. We cycled around indoors and made chocolate dough and ate it uncooked. I didn’t feel at home. It was so untidy. Still, I  miss it… Nothing adds up. (Guro: She was sick so often.) The paradoxes are not for living with, it’s not like in theory.

VIVIAN:

Over six weeks I was on a strict diet and lost four kilos, healthily and normally. Then I was invited to my parents in the country over a weekend. I shouldn’t have gone. My mother and father eat too much fatty food. They eat too many meals, too many sweet things. But it tastes nice. Once I begin I’m unable to stop. It’s like going over a precipice. They are so pleased with the fact that I’m a doctor, a job that’s completely beyond them. I couldn’t refuse my mother. They hardly ever see me. It’s their way of showing they care.

Berit gets up, walks away from the others. All look towards her.

BERIT:
There will have to be music. Alina, there will have to be music. Perhaps a few musicians? It was beautiful.

Alina joins her mother. The others react to Berit’s words. Alina discovers the others listening.

BERIT:
I don’t want anyone to speak. No speeches. Not in the church, anyway.

THE OTHERS: (in a low voice, talking simultaneously)
It must be the funeral…/Oh God…/Poor Berit./And the daughter… /She’s so strong.

BERIT:

But there should be flowers. No Arum lilies, though. Promise me that, not a single lily. That reminds me of death.

ALINA: (on the verge of tears, trying to shield Berit from the others)

Please, Mummy...

BERIT:
No Arum lilies for my funeral. Oh God. Where is your father, Alina? It’s so long since I last saw him.

ALINA: (discreetly, shutting out the others)

You’ve been staying with me lately, Mummy, don’t you remember?

BERIT:
I have to talk to Christian.

THE OTHERS (in a low voice, talking simultaneously)

She’s getting worse./Tragic…/But she’s so strong./How terrible…

ALINA:

Perhaps you and Dad should go away together, have some nice experience?

BERIT:

You could serve something, after the service. Not dinner, that would be too much. No, sandwiches will do. That’s nice.. Or… Tapas, perhaps. And wine of course. Are you listening?

ALINA:
Oh yes.

BERIT:
And music. Not at home, that would be too sad for Daddy. Find some other venue. Some nice place.

Alina nods, but distances herself from her mother and returns to her chair. The others smile compassionately towards her. She turns away from them.

THE OTHERS (in a low voice, talking simultaneously)
So sad…/Poor you./If there’s anything I can do…/She was talking about the funeral./How awful./I remember Mummy dying.

BERIT:

This is crazy. Crazy, crazy…

I remember when Andreas died, there were so many arrangements to make… That frightful wife of his did nothing because Toril had looked after him when he was ill. “He’s gone back to you, his proper family.” And the terrible dress she wore at the funeral – green.

Berit returns to her place, talks to the others.

BERIT:

All the things we have shared, and now it’s all over. Before I’ve even started. Before anything has been sorted. Poor Andreas.

All react to Berit’s words, someone may answer her as well.

ALL: (whispering)
Poor Berit…

TORIL:

She was so shy at first, I’m sure that’s what appealed to him. Blushed and looked down. And she… who couldn’t even dress properly. It just went on and on. Andreas and I had shared so much… only eighteen months between us. We shared secrets, treasures, signs. (Merete: He was so tall./Guro: I often think of her.)

By now the woman’s face on the curtain/back wall behind the actors has changed into the wrinkled face of a very elderly woman. It has stopped changing.

ALINA:

After twelve hours they get a trolley so that my husband can push me over to the infants’ ward. There he is, my baby boy, in an incubator. (Irene: Isn’t it very hot in here?) They disconnect all the tubes and give him to me. I put him to my breast. He takes it straight away. Sucks and sucks. Together we melt into one big lump of need and reward. After that there was no limit to my joy, or my pain.

VIVIAN:
Do you have to talk about childbirth all the time? It’s intrusive.

ALINA:

Yes but… I have to move on.

MERETE:

Your mother is dying –

LYDIA:

Not all women are interested in babies, whether or not you believe it.

IRENE: (despairingly)
Will you stop!

They move. Autumn leaves fall, the waves of the sea roll in towards the shores of their lives. Back to the treasure they buried as children. The room opens up, changes: the wrinkled face fades from the wall which glides aside, showing the room behind, it’s now just a ruin, soon nothing will be left. The park is growing into the room, overgrown, misty. The benches green of damp moss, trees bent towards the earth, hit by lightning, by never-ending rain. Whilst talking, the women are moving in towards the overgrown park, back to where they came from. Many of them are carrying heavy baggage, old, worn trunks and cases. Some walk slowly, some fast, some meet, others don’t. Someone loses something, someone find something… The women move further and further into the park landscape – until they are just suggested as shadows between the mossy trees.

GURO:
It’s funny how Daddy doesn’t occupy more of my thoughts. I try not to feel guilty about it, but it’s difficult. Some people only say what they mean, they are safe.

TORIL:
I enter the kitchen. Walk down the long steep stairs to the sitting-room. The floor is one extremely broad, never-ending plank. Further and further in, a very light wooden floor, the windows tall and narrow, light flowing in. Beyond this room I know is endless space. A huge long table set with green wine glasses. Green flecks of light flickering across the floor. I’m all alone. Why did I have that dream?

MERETE:
I photographed a woman who had her hundredth birthday some time ago. Her face was criss-crossed by wrinkles. It was a hot day and she was sitting in the garden wearing a large straw hat. Through the hat rays of sunlight filtered down all over her wrinkles. It was really beautiful.

VIVIAN:

The skin in a way is an external wall to finish us off. Inside everything flows. Fat and identities.

LYDIA:

I’m sure he didn’t want to hear.

The question is, do I love him? If not, I’m free. That’s logic, isn’t it?

GURO:

Just one breath, and it’s over.

Nothing becomes nothing again.

IRENE:
One of my neighbours leaves her child alone at night, I believe. It’s so strange… I hear the crying all the time.

Berit comes to Alina, stops momentarily, on her way past.

BERIT: (to Alina)

The last time I was home I broke the Chinese vase.

ALINA: (sarcastically)
To make sure I wouldn’t inherit it?

BERIT: (walking on)
Yes, Alina. So you wouldn’t have to.

Alina stays, watches her mother leave and vanish.

BERIT: (walking)

I can’t manage to keep my eyes shut any more. Even that small effort hurts.

Beyond the window is only blankness, light. It’s time… or pain.

I’m enclosed by six windows. Right-left, back-front, up-down. A cube through space. 

Or is it nothing?

ALINA: (calling desperately to Berit, from far away)

Mummy! Mummy, I –

Alina follows the others.

Anna’s music.

END MATER NEXUS

