Journal—D. Greenhut/Narrative



Sometime in 1970, my mother did a miraculous thing, but nobody noticed.


I was a freshman in college, and my parents and my younger brother had come to visit me. We had enjoyed a pretty good day together—not too much bickering--and I enjoyed being the center of attention. For once, my brother was interested in what I was doing because he was too young to have been to college yet. Usually, we were very competitive because he decided that he had to be ahead of me in everything. But not this time. I think we were eating potato soup when my mother erupted.


“Okay,” she began, in a tone we all knew instinctively foreboded an explosion. My father flashed me a look. I looked back in terror and ignorance. My brother seemed to be rubbing his hands together in that villainous “nya-ah-ah” of anticipation that he had. What was bothering her? I shrugged at my father in ignorance.


“Well, I’m really disappointed in all of you,” she continued. None of us was happy to hear that, but we knew we should keep quiet.


“I promised myself something last night.” This couldn’t be good. My mother was the most determined woman in the world.


“What, Mom?” I piped up. She glared at me.


“I told myself that I would stop smoking--”


We all gasped.


“And that if this cough that I have also stopped, that I would never smoke again.”


Around the table, there was a hush like before the Star Spangled Banner at a football game. We all looked expectant.


“And?” my father asked the risky question.


“And not one of you even noticed!” she snapped. We were all in the trap now.


My brother offered, “You aren’t coughing, are you Mom?”


“No!” she shot back. “Are you all satisfied?”


I wanted to tell her I was happy for her, that I was proud of her—that I hoped she would keep her promise forever. But I was frozen. I was afraid that if I said anything, she would go back, and then it would be my fault, and she would never stop again if she had someone else to blame. I said nothing.


“You have nothing to say?” she asked sternly.


We all looked around the table, and no one moved a muscle. It was the saddest blessed event I ever experienced. The geological plates of her world had completely realigned last night, and her own family didn’t even say a word. I want to write about this in away that helps me to pay attention better to the people around me. I want to write about this, but I don’t know where to begin.     (10 minutes)

*****

Rings. Clouds. Streams: How My Mother Broke Her Habit

Everyone has a first memory of their mother. This is mine: Rings. Clouds. Streams. Oh, I’m not thinking about the circling band on her finger, the floating shapes in the sky, or the refreshing water from the walk in the woods. I remember those things, of course, but I first met my mother through a haze of choking smoke through her cigarettes. Chesterfield. No filer. Three packs a day. Dying for one. Lighting two by mistake. Three packs! “Could you bring me my ciggies?” As I grew up, I developed creative ways of avoiding the smoke of her ciggies. My brother excelled me in that, using an air gun to puff out the glowing cigarettes. Our house was a war zone, and we were fighting for our lives. 
